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Chapter One 


“But do you have anything like...I don’t know...one of 
those Norman Rockwell things?” 


“No.” The voice on the other end of the speakerphone 
spoke with the exaggerated patience of a serious artiste. 
The superior tone made Michael’s jaw clench, and that 
made his head hurt. 


He persisted anyway. “How about something with 
some bright colors? If it’s not exactly Christmassy, then at 
least sort of, um, Christmasish?” 


“T don’t think that’s a real word. And no.” 


Michael rested his elbows on the desk and cradled his 
head in his hands as he tried not to groan out loud. 
“Maybe,” he said weakly, “a nice landscape?” 


“I don’t do that dime-store crap. I paint the state of the 
world. Dark, stormy nights. Floods. Abandoned houses and 
polluted, dying lakes. Despair.” 

“Listen, Mr. Kendrick—Jude, isn’t it?—do you mean it’s 
all like the painting in your grandmother’s study? The black 
rock in the ocean?” Michael stared at the painting on the 
wall of Mrs. Kendrick’s office. Angry streaks of lightning 
crossed a black sky above a lone rock thrusting upward 
from violently crashing waves. 


“You’ve seen it? One of my better pieces, I have to say. 
Yes, it’s pretty representative.” 


“And...uh...she knows this?” 


“Of course.” There was a pause, and then, as if in an 
effort to sound reasonable, Jude added, “I could do the 
really depressing stuff. Starving children, torture scenes...” 


Michael listened in horror. He was supposed to get 
paintings from this guy for a damned holiday party? 


To his relief, Jude continued, “But that’s too real for 
me, you know? If I did that, I’d be jumping off the roof on 
Christmas Eve. Sometimes I just do splashes of color to, 
like, represent the chaos. Yeah...” Jude’s voice turned 
thoughtful. “That’s a good name for a new one—Chaos— 
slap on some carmine and black. Maybe some cadmium 
yellow...” The voice trailed off. With an abrupt, “Gotta go, 
man. The muse is calling,” the phone clicked. 


“Wait! I need to... Ah, damn it.” Michael stabbed at the 
phone to end the call. Now that was just rude. Rude Jude. 
Despite his annoyance, Michael couldn’t help a little 
snicker at his own cleverness. 


Then he groaned and slumped forward until his 
forehead rested against the satiny wood of the cherry desk. 
He breathed in the scent of some expensive polish. It 
smelled a little like almonds. It smelled a lot like money. 
The money of his best client, who expected him to obtain 
paintings from her precious grandson to decorate her 
annual Christmas Eve party. 


She’d been satisfied enough with his work the previous 
year to give him some referrals and to call him to plan the 
event again. But this would be the last time she called him. 
It would be the end of expanding his client list through her 
socially prominent friends. Maybe the end of his business. 
He squeezed his eyes shut. Definitely a headache coming 
on. 

Drama queen. Doug’s favorite term to call him when 
his brother thought he was overreacting. Hard as he tried 
to hang on to his bad mood, a spark of amusement forced 


one corner of Michael’s mouth into a slight smile. Doug 
would be back from his accounting conference soon, and 
they had an appointment to go over the books later in the 
week. He’d get a kick out of hearing about the dilemma. 
Decorate a holiday party with a bunch of angry, depressing 
paintings. 

He sat up and ran his fingers through his fine hair in 
an attempt to smooth it back into place. None too soon, as 
he heard the thump of Mrs. Kendrick’s cane as she made 
her way down the hall. Straightening his tie, he rose to 
greet her. 


“Mrs. Kendrick.” He took her arm as she entered the 
Spacious room and helped ease her onto the couch that ran 
along one wall. He sat beside her. “The arrangements are 
going well. I’m finalizing the schedule with the musicians 
tomorrow.” 


She nodded. “And did you talk to Jude? I haven’t seen 
him in a couple of weeks. Such a sweet boy, but he gets 
strange this time of year—a little withdrawn.” 


Michael’s headache grew worse as he gazed up at the 
painting and tried to reconcile the supercilious voice on the 
phone with Mrs. Kendrick’s doting image of her grandson. 


She noticed the direction of his stare. “Lovely, isn’t it? 
My Jude is very talented.” 


“I’m sure he’s an excellent artist, although I confess 
I’m no judge.” 

She seemed amused. “I thought you were a New 
Yorker. You’re supposed to have an opinion about 
everything.” 

Michael cleared his throat as he tried to think of a 
polite way to phrase his concern. “He told me most of his 
work is rather dark.” 

“Oh yes. I’ve seen it. Quite dismal, really. Well done 
though, as it should be. That art school he went to cost me 


a small fortune.” 


“I’m just not sure it’s entirely appropriate for the sort 
of cheerful holiday party you might have in mind.” 


“Nonsense. You’ve seen the guest list. Many of New 
York’s most influential people will be here. Gallery owners. 
Critics from the newspapers. It’s a perfect showcase for his 
art. I’m certain you'll manage to show the work to 
advantage and still give us a delightful venue for the party.” 


Michael found himself caught between pride at her 
faith in him and fear that he would fail her. Right where she 
wanted him to be. Manipulative old woman. No wonder 
she’d been so successful at running her husband’s company 
after he’d died. Retirement might have softened the edges 
a little, but occasionally he caught a glimpse of the 
uncompromising businesswoman under the kindly old-lady 
veneer. What could he say? “IU do my best.” 


“I know you will, dear. My grandson is wonderfully 
talented, but he’s not good at promoting his work. When 
he’s not painting, he’s busy with all of his causes. So 
earnest. He really believes he can make the world a better 
place.” She sighed. “One day he’ll lose some of that 
innocence, but I hope it won’t be soon.” 


Knowing Mrs. Kendrick’s own involvement in a 
multitude of charities, Michael had to look away to hide his 
amusement as he struggled to keep from making a crack 
about the apple not falling far from the tree. She had put 
her wealth to good use, and he had always held her in high 
regard for her activities. 

“And what of your brother and his lovely wife?” she 
asked. “They must come to the party.” 

Michael paused in surprise. “That’s very kind of you.” 
Doug and Lauren certainly didn’t move in the same social 
circles as Mrs. Kendrick and her friends. 


“Douglas has been most helpful in straightening out 
the finances of one of the children’s charities I help run, 
and his wife has volunteered much of her time to the 
organization. They deserve a lovely night out. Pll see 
they’re sent an invitation.” 


“I’m sure they’ll be happy to accept.” Michael had 
known his small event planning business was only one of 
Doug’s many clients, but hadn’t realized his brother had 
become so successful. He couldn’t wait to tell Doug about 
the invitation. 


“Are you spending Christmas Day with them?” 


“Yes. I always enjoy watching my nephews open their 
presents.” 


She nodded in approval. “I haven’t met them, but I’m 
sure the children are delightful.” 


“They’re good kids. I took them to see the tree at 
Rockefeller last year.” He touched his silk tie. “They gave 
me this for Christmas.” 


“It’s lovely. No doubt they had some help from Lauren 
picking it out. The blue matches your eyes.” 


Michael stood, and then helped Mrs. Kendrick to her 
feet. She hooked her arm through his. They walked through 
a hall decorated with wreaths and bright red bows. The 
thump of her cane echoed from the oak floors with every 
slow step. 


At least she’d already had the professional holiday 
decorators in, probably the day after Thanksgiving. That 
would save him some work, although he might add a few 
touches here and there. The scent of pine filled the air and 
underlying it, a slight aroma of cinnamon and apples. He 
wondered if that came from candles or someone actually 
baking. Regardless of the origin, it made his stomach 
rumble, and he realized he hadn’t eaten since early 
morning. 


They made small talk as they left the hall and strolled 
through the spacious living area to the private elevator. 
Michael glanced out the wide glass doors leading to the 
rooftop patio of the penthouse. The lights of the city 
brightened as twilight fell. No wonder his stomach growled. 
How had it gotten so late? 


The living and hall areas already held several paintings 
as well as wreaths. Lovely, benign landscapes, he noted 
with a suppressed sigh. He paused by the giant Christmas 
tree filling one corner of the large foyer leading into the 
living room. 

Surveying the area, he tried to ascertain which of the 
pictures and other decorations would have to be removed 
to make room for the new work. “How many of your 
grandson’s paintings do you want to hang?” 


“Pm sure I don’t know, dear. Whatever he wants to 
show.” 


The voice on the phone hadn’t sounded interested in 
showing much of anything. Michael bit back another sigh. 


“TI call him,” Mrs. Kendrick continued. “He has a loft 
in SoHo. You can help select the paintings first thing 
tomorrow. Why, it’s only two weeks until Christmas. If I rely 
on him to do it, he’ll be at one of those meetings to save the 
whales or the rainforests or whatever, and he’ll just forget.” 


Terrific. As if Michael had nothing better to do 
tomorrow morning. He’d have to call the florists and push 
his appointment to the afternoon. Pulling on his leather 
jacket, he prepared to brave the chill of a December 
evening. 

At the elevator doors, she stopped him with a hand on 
his arm. She appeared to be studying him. He shifted, a 
little uncomfortable under a gaze which no longer seemed 
entirely friendly. Mrs. Kendrick gave his arm a final 
squeeze and then let him go when the elevator doors 


opened. As he stepped inside, she pressed the button to 
hold the doors open. 


He turned to face her as she added, “Oh, and 
Michael... One more thing.” For a moment, steel glinted in 
her faded brown eyes. “You’re a handsome, charming man, 
and Jude is a bit...sensitive. Like you, if you know what I 
mean. But not quite as worldly and experienced as you are, 
dear. I do hope you won’t take advantage.” Then she 
stepped back, releasing the button. 


By the time he figured out that he had just been 
warned off someone he’d never met and had absolutely no 
interest in, the doors had closed in his face, leaving him 
and his stunned expression alone in the elevator. 
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Sensitive? Was that the polite word for it back in her 
day? 

Michael still fumed the next morning as he got off the 
subway and headed to the building in trendy SoHo, where 
all the trendy artists lived in their big, trendy, artists’ lofts. 
He paused outside the building and took a deep breath. 


He couldn’t figure out why the comment bothered him 
so much. Not because of the delicate reference to being 
gay. Mrs. Kendrick seemed to love her grandson regardless 
of his being “sensitive.” No. It was the implication that 
Michael wasn’t good enough to have anything but the most 
professional relationship with her grandson. Well, he might 
not be rich, but he owned his own business, and business 
was good. Especially this time of year. 


Or maybe he had it wrong. There had been the crack 
about being experienced. Where had that come from? She 
couldn’t know about his rare trips to the club to pick up a 
one-nighter when he became desperate for a little company. 


Did she really think he would try to seduce her 
innocent Jude? He snorted. He already didn’t like the guy 


and didn’t have time for a relationship anyway. Not with a 
business to run. 

It stung, though. He couldn’t deny that. He genuinely 
liked and respected Mrs. Kendrick, and he’d thought it 
mutual. 


Let it go, Michael. He went in to give the doorman his 
name. 


No, he wasn’t expected. Of course not. This, despite 
the early-morning phone call from Mrs. Kendrick telling 
him to go to her grandson’s loft. 


“Ring him for me, will you?” he asked the doorman. 
“Tell him his grandmother sent me.” 


The doorman picked up the phone and spoke. Then he 
gave Michael a nod. 


Michael took the elevator up to the loft. He found the 
right apartment and stood in front of the door for a 
moment, not at all eager to spend his morning trying to 
sort through a bunch of paintings to find the least 
depressing ones. Especially under the hostile gaze of the 
artist. Reluctantly, he knocked. 

The door opened. The man looked like his paintings— 
angry. 

And he smelled like patchouli. God help us all. Michael 
squeezed his eyes shut. 

When he opened them again, the dark brown eyes 
were still frowning. At least, what he could see of those 
eyes certainly didn’t seem happy, half-hidden as they were 
by an unruly tumble of chestnut hair. Light red-brown fuzz 
dusted his jaw. Brown and white wooden beads closely 
circled his throat, strung on a—good Lord—was that a 
hemp necklace? 


You’re a professional. You can do this. He stuck out his 
hand. “Michael Cove, of Cove’s Premiere Events.” 


“I know.” The man took his hand as if touching a 
snake, then dropped it quickly. “My grandmother doesn’t 
think I’m competent to pick out a few paintings, even 
though I painted them and I know which are good and 
which ones suck.” 


“T’m sure that’s not what she—” 


The man turned on his heel—his bare heel—and 
retreated into the apartment. He wore a pair of loose linen 
pants that only came to midcalf and a rumpled T-shirt. He 
appeared to have just woken up. 


Michael closed the door and followed him. “If this is a 
bad time, I can come back. But she told me I should come 
this morning.” 


“She didn’t call. Probably because she knew T’d tell 
her to forget the whole idea. My stuff is not suitable to 
show at a damned Christmas party.” 


Amen to that. Michael managed to keep from saying it 
out loud as he surveyed the loft. A few unframed paintings 
hung on the brick walls, but many more rested on the wood 
floor, propped up against the brick. They seemed to be in 
various stages of completion. Large windows let in the 
crisp morning light. An easel stood near one window, and a 
long worktable held paints and brushes. 


Jude made for the open kitchen running along the 
north side of the apartment. Michael trailed him, gazing at 
the paintings as he went. Some were like the angry rock 
picture in Mrs. Kendrick’s study. They might be depressing, 
but at least he could tell what they were. But many were 
abstracts. Hell, he couldn’t even figure out if some of them 
were finished or still works in progress. 


Unlike his grandmother’s place, Jude’s apartment held 
no holiday decorations, unless they were hidden in the 
rooms blocked off behind curtains of beads spaced around 
the large open living area. But he doubted it. No Christmas 


spirit here. No pine scent. Just the smell of patchouli and 
paint and something acrid—probably whatever the artist 
used to clean his brushes. 


Jude stood at the island counter and poured from a 
teapot. “Tea?” He didn’t wait for an answer. He turned to 
pull a second cup from the cupboard. 


The Greenpeace T-shirt he wore was a couple of sizes 
too large. Did the shirt belong to a boyfriend? Jude wasn’t a 
big man, but he was solidly built, his arms muscled and 
tight. The shirt slipped off one shoulder to reveal smooth 
skin and a graceful curve of neck. To his dismay, Michael 
found himself wondering if that sweet-looking skin would 
taste like... 


“Sugar?” 
“What?” Michael jumped. 


Jude repeated with exaggerated slowness. “Do...you... 
want...sugar?” 


Oh. In the tea. Right. Michael tried not to let the 
condescending tone get to him. “Yes, please,” he answered, 
determined to display the utmost professional politeness. 


That lasted until he took a sip of the tea. He practically 
spat it out. “Jesus Christ,” he choked, “if you don’t want me 
here, just say so. You don’t have to kill me.” 


“Red clover and yellow dock. Good blood cleanser and 
a little bit of a tension reducer.” He looked Michael up and 
down. “Seems like you could use that.” 


Michael stared at him in disbelief. He was the cranky 
one. Except now he seemed to be struggling to keep the 
corner of his mouth from turning up. If he weren’t careful, 
a smile might actually crack that scowl. 


“Maybe it needs more sugar,” Jude suggested. “It’s 
turbinado,” he added, as if that made a difference. 


Michael carefully set the cup aside. “I don’t think that 
will help.” 


Jude took another sip. “It’s an acquired taste.” 


The artist gazed pensively down into the liquid. Was he 
reading his future or something? Maybe Michael could 
start going through the paintings without Jude’s help. 
Except it all looked equally depressing to him, so how could 
he pick anything out? 

Michael fidgeted. It felt warm in the apartment, and 
the man hadn’t offered to take his jacket. He pulled it off 
and searched for some place to hang it. “Do you mind...?” 


Jude wrinkled his nose. “You can put that dead animal 
skin on the hook by the door.” 


Michael barely turned away in time to hide his 
grimace. “Dead animal skin,” he muttered. He’d paid an 
arm and a leg for that damned jacket. 


After hanging the jacket, he rolled up the sleeves of 
the black silk shirt he’d worn for the day. He’d decided to 
forgo the tie. No meetings with new clients today. Just 
arrangements with the florists for an anniversary party 
tonight and the final meeting with the entertainment for 
Mrs. Kendrick’s event. He’d go home and change before 
heading over to the anniversary party to manage the 
decorations and get everything set up. 


Michael walked down the row of paintings. The artist 
followed him. They stopped in front of a large canvas 
propped against the wall. An old-fashioned, dilapidated gas 
station, reminiscent of ’50s style. It stood deserted on a 
lonely highway running through the open desert. No 
people. No trees. No green at all. Depressing. He sighed. 

Jude crossed his arms. The scowl was firmly back in 
place. “Like I said, none of them are right to show at a 
party.” 


“Oh, I don’t know.” Michael cocked his head, studying 
the picture. “We could hang it right in the foyer by the tree. 
Throw some red and green garlands around the frame. 
Maybe spotlight it with a colored strobe.” He glanced at 
the artist. The scowl had disappeared, replaced by a mouth 
hanging open in dismay. The expression made him look 
young, and for a moment, Michael caught a glimpse of the 
vulnerability his grandmother seemed worried about. 


Michael struggled to hold back his smile, but it only 
took Jude a second to catch on. 


“Oh, aren’t you a funny guy.” He sounded annoyed, but 
his expression had relaxed, and his arms were no longer 
folded defensively. 


Michael held his hands up in surrender. “I agree, all 
right? I don’t know a thing about art. But I know about 
setting a mood for a party, and it’s not going to be easy 
with these. I don’t see that we have a choice. When your 
grandmother decides she wants something, she gets it.” 

Jude nodded. “She’s used to having things her way. 
That’s for sure.” 

Ah. Common ground. Nothing like a mutual enemy to 
bring people together. 

But Jude was no dummy. He quirked an eyebrow. 
“You're pretty good at this, aren’t you?” 

Michael widened his eyes, giving his best innocent 
look. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.” 

Jude snorted. Michael found it disarmingly cute 
instead of annoying. Okay, that was bad. 

“What the hell,” Jude said. “Let’s get this over with. rI 
pick out the ones I think are best. You’ll have to figure out 
what to do with them.” 

They spent the next hour flipping through the canvases 
and setting aside a dozen. Jude selected his best work, and 


Michael tried to match the sizes with the space they had to 
work with in the living and hall areas of the penthouse. 


Michael asked a few questions about various works as 
they looked through the paintings. Jude explained the 
background of some of the pictures and the techniques 
he’d used. In his element, and at last having accepted the 
inevitability of caving to his grandmother’s wishes, he 
became a younger, slightly more relaxed version of the 
rude Jude on the phone. And he did seem young. Probably 
not long out of college. 


Michael found himself surprised by his interest in 
Jude’s explanations. He asked about the painting of the 
run-down old gas station. “What about this one? Did you 
see it out west somewhere?” 


Jude leaned past him to straighten the picture. His arm 
brushed Michael’s, leaving behind a slight tingling 
sensation and a rash of goose bumps on Michael’s skin. 
This close, the patchouli smelled stronger, but Michael also 
detected a unique scent belonging to Jude alone. His breath 
caught at his own unexpected reaction to the brief contact. 


Jude didn’t seem to notice, Michael thought with relief. 
At least, he went right on speaking. “Yes, in Arizona.” He 
smiled at the memory. “My parents loved to go on long car 
trips when I was a kid. We drove around in a beat-up old 
van. I took a photo of that gas station and painted the 
picture from the photo.” 

“Do you still go on car trips with them?” 

Jude’s smile faded. “No,” he answered quietly. “They 
died in a car accident a few years ago.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Michael said in dismay. “That was a 
stupid question. Your grandmother never mentioned your 
parents, so I should have guessed they weren’t around 
anymore.” 


“You couldn’t have known.” Jude didn’t look at him. 
His attention was on the picture. His hand lingered along 
the top of the canvas. 


“I’m sorry,” Michael said again. “I mean, about your 
parents, not just about my big mouth.” Jude stood so close. 
Michael touched the back of his hand in sympathy—a brief 
brush of his fingers. Jude surprised him by turning his hand 
up to give Michael’s a quick squeeze before pulling away. 


“Thanks,” Jude said. “So do you think we should 
include this one?” 


“Definitely.” 


They went back to work and had just finished when the 
doorbell rang. 


Jude glanced at the wall clock. “They’re early.” 


He crossed to the door and opened it. A middle-aged 
woman with long brown hair shot with streaks of gray 
entered, carrying a covered dish. A bald man with a bushy 
beard followed her. 


“Hi, Betsy.” Jude gave the woman a kiss on the cheek 
and then shook the man’s hand. “Good to see you, Ron.” 


He took the dish from the woman and carried it into 
the kitchen. 


“I know we’re a little early,” Betsy said. “I need to 
warm up the casserole, and we thought we could help you 
set up the chairs.” 


Michael took that as his cue to leave. It appeared Jude 
was about to host some kind of get-together, and they were 
done anyway, at least for the moment. 

The woman spotted him. “Who’s your friend, Jude? Is 
he staying for the meeting?” 

Jude seemed to think that was funny for some reason. 
He gave a genuine grin for the first time. “Yes, Michael, 
why don’t you stay? Betsy and Ron are my downstairs 


neighbors. We’re having a meeting of our local animal 
rescue group, and Betts made a wonderful tofu and 
dandelion green casserole for us. You must try it.” 


Teasing bastard. As if. 
“I’m afraid I have a few things I need to do today.” 


Betsy frowned. “Nonsense. What could be more 
important than alleviating the suffering of feral animals in 
our city?” 

Was this Jude’s idea of payback? He certainly seemed 
to think it was funny. Michael would have been irritated at 
the way the man barely suppressed his snickers if not for 
the fact that the grin had completely transformed the 
scowling face and lightened the dark eyes with laughter. 


He decided not to examine the weird thing that grin 
did to his insides. No good could come of it. Instead, he 
focused on the horrifying thought of being trapped with a 
bunch of tofu-eating tree-huggers for a couple of hours 
while they plotted to capture and unman some poor tomcat. 


“I’m sure it’s a good cause, but I have a couple of 
meetings today that I simply can’t miss.” 


“Very important meetings,” Jude added. “Michael runs 
his own business. He’s a party planner.” 


“Oh.” Betsy stared at him. “You can actually make a 
living doing that? Planning parties?” 

A very good living, Michael wanted to tell her. But only 
if you worked your ass off and kept your appointments. Like 
the one he had soon with the florists. 

“I plan all sorts of events,” he told her. “It keeps me 
very busy, and I help keep a lot of people working.” 

She knit her eyebrows together and pursed her lips in 
disapproval. “But that’s what you do? For a living? Go to 
parties?” 


“Plan them,” he corrected her and started to 
elaborate. Then he stopped himself. He had no reason to be 
defensive. He glared at Jude, who had apparently known 
exactly how his friends would react to Michael’s profession. 
Which was why the brat had brought it up in the first place. 


“It was nice to meet you,” he said politely and headed 
for the door. Jude followed him. 


Michael snagged his jacket from the hook and turned 
to glance at the neighbors as they busied themselves in the 
kitchen. He eyed the woman’s long floral skirt and flat 
canvas sandals. “I feel like I’ve gone through a rabbit hole 
and landed in the sixties.” 


Then he glanced at Jude, afraid he’d offended the 
artist, but the other man grinned. 

“It’s the patchouli,” he said. Standing close to Michael, 
he had to look up a little. The top of his head only came to 
Michael’s nose. “Hippies used it to cover up the smell of 
pot smoke. I haven’t done weed since I got out of college. 
But I like the patchouli.” 


“Yes, I can tell. It’s a bit strong.” 


“I might have put on a little too much. I was feeling 
kind of down.” He trailed a finger along the side of his 
neck. Probably the spot where he’d put the scent. 

One of the wooden beads on his hemp necklace hung 
down like a pendant and nestled in the hollow of his throat. 
Jude stroked it and then played with the beads as he tilted 
his head a little to stare at Michael. The movement made 
that damn T-shirt slip right off his shoulder again. 

Michael looked away and cleared his throat. “Well...I 
hope you’re feeling better now.” 


“You know? I think I am.” 


Michael escaped before he could do something he 
would regret. Getting on the wrong side of his most 


influential client by having a fling with her precious 
grandson was the last thing he needed. Even if he had the 
time for a relationship, it seemed obvious he and Jude lived 
in different worlds. All there could ever be between them 
was a one-night stand, and he could get that anywhere. It 
would be beyond stupid to risk his business for a quickie. 


His reasoning made perfect sense. So why couldn’t he 
get rid of the image of that well-defined, graceful curve of 
neck and shoulder? Or the startling transformation of the 
dark eyes when a smile lit them? 
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“T don’t understand.” 


“What’s not to understand, Michael? I’ve said it three 
times already.” Doug sounded impatient. 


They had barely started their quarterly review of 
Cove’s Premiere Events finances when Doug broke the 
news of his impending divorce. 


Michael still reeled from the shock. “But—” 


“Lauren and I are done,” Doug said. “I’ve already 
moved out. I’ve got a little apartment not far from the 
townhouse in Brooklyn. It’s all I can afford right now until 
the papers come through and I know where I stand 
financially.” 


“Financially?” Michael didn’t care if the neighbors 
heard him raise his voice. “Spoken like a true number 
cruncher. How can you even think about finances when 
you’re destroying everything you’ve built for the last ten 
years?” He paced his living room, unable to sit still and 
listen to his brother tell him his family was falling apart. 


“Its not my choice!” The veneer of calm finally 
cracked, and Doug jumped up from the table. “I’ve tried, 
but she won’t give me a chance to explain.” 


“Explain what?” 


Doug shook his head, looking miserable. 


“Explain what?” Michael’s chest hurt as his breath 
came in quick, shallow bursts. 


Doug strode to the window and gazed out at the traffic 
below Michael’s little condo in the Lower East Side. 


Michael followed him. He grabbed Doug’s shoulder 
and jerked his brother around to face him. They were the 
same height, but Doug had a heavier build. Michael didn’t 
care. He pushed him against the wall. “Goddamn it, Doug. 
What did you do?” 


Doug shoved him away. “Cut it out. I can still kick your 
skinny ass like I did when we were kids.” 


Michael stumbled backward and steadied himself 
against the back of the chair. He didn’t understand how this 
could have happened. Doug, of all people... He should have 
known better. He should have known what this would do to 
his family. 

Complete bewilderment slowly replaced the anger. His 
eyes began to sting. “But how can you? How can you desert 
your own children?” 


“What?” Doug’s mouth dropped open in shock. “What 
the hell makes you think I’m deserting them? I’m still their 
father. I’ll see them all the time. We’ll arrange it through 
the courts.” 

“That’s bullshit, and you know it.” 

“Tt’s not bullshit. Why the hell would you say that?” 

“Because that’s how it works.” Michael’s voice was 
barely above a whisper. “You start out saying you’re going 
to visit, and then you get busy and then you never...you 
never...” His voice hitched. He turned away, unable to look 
at Doug. 

“Is that what you think?” Doug grabbed him and spun 
him back around. “You think I’m like him?” Doug’s voice 


rose as he shook Michael’s arm. “You asshole, I’m nothing 
like him. How can you even think that?” 


Michael couldn’t stop the wetness spilling down his 
face. His brother’s grip softened, and the anger seemed to 
drain from him. He let Michael go and then smacked him 
on the back of the head. “Drama queen. Cut it out or you’re 
gonna have me bawling like a little girl too.” 


Doug ran a hand through his short blond hair—so 
similar to Michael’s—and then went back to his chair. He 
sat with his elbows propped on the table and his face 
buried in his hands. 


Michael stared out the window at the building across 
the street until his breathing steadied, and then he also 
moved back to the table and sat. “Okay. Now tell me.” 


“It’s all so stupid. Nothing even happened.” 
Michael waited. 


Doug rubbed his face. His eyes had the dark circles 
under them that spoke of more than one sleepless night. 
“There was a woman at the conference in Denver. She 
works for an accounting firm in Los Angeles. Young, 
beautiful, smart.” 


Michael groaned. He did not want to hear this. 
“Hear me out, damn it.” His brother’s voice was sharp. 


Michael swallowed hard and then nodded for Doug to 
go on. He’d asked for the story after all. He could at least 
listen without interrupting. 


“I’ve seen her before at other conferences but never 
did more than trade hellos. This time, we were in a lot of 
the same sessions, so we started talking. She asked me for 
a drink in the hotel bar, and of course I went. That’s what 
you’re supposed to do at these things—network, get to 
know people in the profession. I thought there would be 
others from the conference there too.” 


“But there weren’t?” 


“No one I knew. But apparently someone recognized 
me. A friend of Lauren’s. She saw us together in the bar. In 
Denver, for Chrissakes. Who the hell would expect that? 
But she’s an auditor with a firm here in New York, so it’s 
really not that big a coincidence. Anyway, she jumped to all 
the wrong conclusions and told Lauren she saw me with 
another woman.” 


“It must have been more than just a drink. What were 
you doing that would give her the wrong impression?” 


Doug bit his lip and looked down at the table. A blush 
crept up his neck. 

“Doug?” 

“She put her hand on my thigh,” he admitted. “I know 
there’s no excuse for it. But I let her.” He shook his head. “I 
don’t expect you to understand. You’re younger than me. 
You’re still out there, playing the field. I’ve been married a 
long time. It is—was—still good with Lauren and me. But to 
have a young, beautiful woman look at you that way—like 
she really wants you—you have no idea how powerful that 
is.” 

He fell silent for a moment and then continued. “A 
little harmless flirting. One too many drinks. Then before I 
knew it, she kissed me. Or hell, maybe I kissed her. I don’t 
really know who started it. But as soon as she stuck her 
tongue in my mouth, I came to my senses. She just tasted... 
wrong. Nothing like Lauren. I don’t know how else to 
explain it. So I apologized and left her there in the bar, but 
it was too late. 


“I didn’t even know Lauren’s friend had seen us until 
no one came to pick me up at the airport. I called Lauren, 
and that was when she told me she’d already called the 
lawyer. She didn’t even let me try to explain. What does 
that say about her faith in me? How could she take her 


friend’s word for it without even talking to me, after ten 
years of marriage?” 


Michael’s heart ached. Not only for the kids, but for 
the lost expression on his brother’s face. Doug had indeed 
kicked Michael’s ass when he’d thought he needed it, but 
he’d been the only one allowed to do so. Their parents were 
sure never around to keep them in line. But Doug had spent 
a lot more time fighting the bullies who wanted to pick on 
his queer, skinny little brother. 


“I don’t get it.” Michael shook his head. “You made a 
stupid mistake, and I can see why she’d be mad. But it 
doesn’t seem like enough to completely throw everything 
away.” 

“She doesn’t know I left the bar without doing 
anything else. I tried to tell her it ended there, but she’s too 
upset to listen.” 


“T know it wouldn’t be quick or easy, but the two of you 
should be able to work through it. Or at least give it a good 
try.” 

“T think it’s too late for that.” Doug sounded forlorn 
but resigned. “I’m sorry, Mike. I was only thinking about 
myself and my family. It didn’t occur to me how this would 
affect you.” 


“They’re my family too,” he answered quietly. 


“I know.” Doug leaned forward. “Just because Dad left 
us doesn’t mean I’m going to do the same. And Lauren is 
nothing like Mom. She’s not going to leave the kids on their 
own while she’s off working or running around.” 


“Have you told Mom yet?” 

“No. She’s pretty happy with husband number three. I 
don’t want to burst her bubble right now.” 

Michael nodded. Their mother had remarried the 
previous year and moved up to Albany. He didn’t call her 


often, and she almost never called him. He thought it was 
the same with Doug. 


Speaking of multiple marriages...this wasn’t the first 
time he’d been through this with Doug. But there was one 
big difference between Doug’s first divorce and this one. 
“At least when you and Beth got divorced, you didn’t have 
any kids.” 

Doug grimaced. “Guess I don’t have much of a track 
record, do I?” 


“No. You don’t.” Those words shouldn’t have sounded 
so bitter, but he still felt angry. 


His answer sparked a defensive retort from Doug. “At 
least I tried. Where’s your partner or significant other or 
whatever the hell you call it? You’re almost thirty-three. 
Aren’t you a little old to be cruising the clubs?” 


That stung. “We’re not talking about me. Don’t try to 
change the subject.” 


Doug sat back in his chair. He looked defeated. “I don’t 
know what else to say. All I can do is promise you and 
everyone else I’ll be there as much as I can for my family.” 


Michael still had his doubts, but he nodded. 


They tried to get back to the accounts, but Michael 
had a hard time focusing, and Doug seemed to have the 
same difficulty. After Doug left, Michael wandered through 
his small apartment, unable to focus on the pile of 
paperwork waiting for him. 


He sat on the couch and stared at the small television 
in the corner of the living room. He pulled out his phone 
and thought about calling Lauren. But what if she thought 
he was interfering or taking Doug’s side? What if he made 
her so mad she wouldn’t let him see the kids anymore? 
Wouldn’t it be better to wait until she had time to cool off a 
little? 


Glancing at the clock, he saw it was almost eleven. 
How long had he been sitting here staring at a blank 
television screen? It was too late to call now anyway. He’d 
wake the kids, and tomorrow was a school day. Reluctantly, 
he put the phone away. 


He’d never noticed how quiet it was in his apartment 
here in the middle of the city. For once he regretted not 
having an event booked to keep him occupied. He 
considered going to a club to find a little company but 
couldn’t even muster the enthusiasm for that. 


Or maybe it was the memory of brown eyes half-hidden 
in a tumble of chestnut hair that stopped him. 


Chapter Two 


Michael finished ordering the small festive centerpiece 
cakes Mrs. Kendrick had chosen for her Christmas Eve 
party. As he walked out of the bakery, his phone buzzed in 
his jacket pocket. Speaking of Mrs. Kendrick... Michael 
paused on the sidewalk to answer the call. “Good 
afternoon.” 


“I hope I’m not interrupting, dear.” 
“Not at all. What can I do for you?” 


“I wanted to tell you how grateful I am that you were 
able to help my grandson select the paintings. But I’m 
afraid he hasn’t done a thing since, and we need to get 
them moved over here, don’t we?” 


Michael had a bad feeling about what was coming 
next. He’d done his best to avoid thinking about Jude over 
the last few days. With any luck, he’d never meet the young 
man again. There was too much temptation in that tight 
body and those big brown eyes. 

He mumbled his agreement. “I suppose we do.” 

“I know I’m asking you to go above and beyond, but he 
doesn’t even have a car. Be a dear and go over there this 
afternoon and talk to him about it, would you? Perhaps help 
him arrange for a truck?” 

“I could make the arrangements over the phone, if 
that’s all right.” 

“I tried calling him, but he didn’t pick up. He doesn’t 
answer his phone half the time. I think he gets involved in 


his work and forgets to charge it. Perhaps you could pop 
over there and talk to him for a moment.” 


Michael muted the phone just long enough to hide the 
slight groan that escaped him. Then he unmuted and said, 
“Td be happy to help.” 


After flagging down a taxicab, he settled in and 
checked his messages. Still no return call from Lauren. 
He’d left her two messages and was afraid to leave another 
one. She might think he was stalking her or something. But 
he only wanted to see if he could help. Okay, maybe not 
only that. He did want to try to talk her into reconsidering. 
No doubt she knew that and didn’t want to deal with him 
yet. He might have to drop by the house if she didn’t call 
him back in another day or two. 


The cab deposited him at the building in SoHo. The 
doorman called up and then waved him toward the 
elevator. 


Jude opened the door with his usual annoyed 
expression. His face looked a little flushed, and sweat stuck 
a strand of hair to his cheek. He wore the same loose linen 
pants, but the T-shirt was really tight this time and clung to 
his skin, showing the well-defined muscles of his chest. 


He glared at Michael. “We’re in the middle of yoga 
class.” 


Of course you are. “Your grandmother asked me to 
come by and help you arrange for the paintings to be 
moved.” 


Jude stared at him in apparent amazement. “Are you 
serious? She doesn’t think I know how to call a damn 
moving van?” 

“It’s been four days since we picked them out, and 
they’re still here,” Michael pointed out with what he 
thought was unassailable logic. 


“I’ve had other things to do. There’s still plenty of 
time.” 


Michael made no move to leave. He simply stood in the 
doorway. 


Jude gave a long-suffering sigh. “Okay, you can come 
in. But you'll have to wait until we’re done.” He turned to 
rejoin the others, mumbling something about needing to 
center all over again. Then he stopped and glanced back 
with a sudden smile. “You can watch if you want.” 


It seemed an odd comment. Michael puzzled over why 
that invitation to observe the class would strike Jude as 
amusing. He closed the door and nodded to Betsy and Ron 
from downstairs. A tall, thin man seemed to be the teacher, 
and there were two young women who appeared to be 
made of rubber. 


Trying to find a place to get out of the way, Michael 
wandered to one of the rooms curtained off by long strings 
of beads. This one had the curtain half-open. He peeked 
inside. A few unfinished paintings and some shelves filled 
with supplies. A storage room? That seemed innocuous 
enough. He could pretend to look through the paintings 
while he waited. 


He glanced back at Jude to see if the man would 
object, but Jude’s back was to him and his attention seemed 
to be focused on trying to bend himself in half as he 
touched the floor with his palms and his forehead to his 
knees. Michael froze, halfhidden behind the beaded 
curtain. 


Christ, it was bad enough seeing that tight ass in the 
air like that, but then Jude had to stand and reach his arms 
way over his head so the little T-shirt rode up to reveal the 
lean, defined muscles of his back leading down to the curve 
right above the low-slung pants. Michael caught a glimpse 
of the enticing dimple where the man’s crease started. 


Heat built in his crotch as his pants became 
uncomfortably tight. Michael twisted the beads of the 
curtain in his fingers as he stared. 


Next came a push-up that simply stopped. Jude 
hovered an inch off the mat, his arm muscles straining to 
hold him up. But the last straw was when he moved into 
some kind of pose that pushed his butt straight up into the 
air. Jude looked like an upside down V, and that ass seemed 
as inviting as anything Michael had ever seen. He had to 
fight the urge to steal up behind Jude, grab those sweet 
hips, and... He shook his head. He was going to come in his 
pants if he let his imagination run away like this. 


Then Jude stood again. With his hands together in 
front of his chest, he paused and then glanced back over 
his shoulder at Michael. To see if he had taken him up on 
the invitation to watch? Did that mean he wanted Michael 
to watch? 


Michael felt warmth rise in his face and knew that 
flush showed under his fair skin. Jude gave him the exact 
cock-teasing triumphant grin Michael might have expected. 
But then their eyes met and heat flashed through Michael’s 
belly. Jude’s grin faded. Had he felt it too? The artist turned 
red and seemed just as flustered as Michael felt. Ha. 
Weren’t expecting that, were you? Well, neither was I. 

Jude turned back to his class, and Michael forced 
himself away from the doorway. He turned to examine the 
half-finished paintings and even scrutinized the supplies in 
search of distraction. Really, how many shades of yellow 
could one person possibly need? 


But hard as he tried, he couldn’t keep his gaze from 
returning to Jude’s movements. He peered through the 
beaded curtain again, trying to be as discreet as possible. 
Finally the class ended up on the floor, stretched out on 
their mats for what seemed an eternity to Michael, but was 
probably only a few minutes. 


At last they stirred, packed up their gear, and left. 
Betsy and Ron gave him curious glances as they waved 
good-bye. They probably wondered why he hadn’t come out 
to speak to them. No doubt his bad manners only added to 
their already low opinion of him. 


Well, he couldn’t, and he didn’t care to explain why. 
Even though he had pulled the jacket closed, it didn’t do 
much to hide the evidence of Jude’s effect on him. He 
smiled politely and waved back, unwilling to desert the 
safety of his little storage room. 


When everyone had gone, Jude pulled the curtain 
aside. “Are you ever coming out?” 


By then, Michael had calmed down enough to answer 
with some dignity. “Of course. I simply find all the different 
colors you’ve got stored in here fascinating. Who knew 
there were so many shades available?” 

“Uh-huh.” Jude turned and went back into the living 
room. He bent over with his back to Michael and rolled up 
his mat. He took his time doing it. 


Michael couldn’t stand it anymore. “You’re doing that 
on purpose, aren’t you?” 

“What if Iam?” He straightened and went to place his 
mat against the wall with a small pile of other exercise 
gear. 


Michael paused, astonished. He hadn’t expected Jude 
to admit it so easily. “Well, just...just...” he stammered. 


Jude leaned against the wall and looked at him with his 
arms crossed and a mocking little smile on his face. But the 
shyness in his eyes belied the outward confidence and gave 
Michael a weird, warm feeling deep inside. 

Despite a growing suspicion that the battle was 
already lost, Michael closed the gap between them and 
tried to stare him down. “Just stop it.” 


Standing so close had been a mistake. Heat radiated 
from Jude’s body, and Michael had to fight the urge to bury 
his face against Jude’s warm neck. 


Jude tilted his head back a little to return the stare. 
“Are you sure you want me to stop?” 


“T...well... I mean, yes! Of course I’m sure.” 
“Then why do you have your hands on my ass?” 


“T don’t...oh... I do. Um, it’s a very nice ass.” And it 
was nice. Even though Michael didn’t know exactly when 
he’d grabbed it, the fact that Jude seemed to have no 
serious objection was quite encouraging. So he gripped a 
little more tightly, cupping and rubbing. Firm. Round. 
Smooth. Damn. It felt even better than it looked. 


“Thank you,” Jude said. “It’s the yoga.” 
“T now love yoga,” Michael declared. 


“Glad to hear it.” Another smile curved lips that parted 
in invitation a moment later. 


Michael figured it would take a stronger man than him 
—or maybe just a straight guy—to refuse that invitation. 
His heart hammered loud enough to drown out the little 
voice objecting from the back of his short-circuited brain. 


He brushed his mouth against Jude’s, but just as he 
started to deepen the kiss, the man flattened his hands 
against Michael’s chest and gave a little push. Michael 
stopped, confused. Had he read all the signals wrong? 

“Get that smelly dead animal skin away from me.” 

Ah. The jacket. “It smells a hell of a lot better than that 
hippie patchouli crap you douse yourself with.” But Michael 
had already torn off his jacket and kicked the expensive 
leather across the floor. Funny how unimportant some 
things became when a guy was about to get some. 

He was back and nuzzling Jude’s neck in less than a 
second. 


Jude tilted his head to expose more of his skin to 
Michael’s tongue. “If you hate my smell so much, why are 
you in my face?” 

“I like your smell—what I can tell of it anyway.” 

“Don’t dis the patchouli, buddy. It’s an aphrodisiac.” 

“Obviously working,” Michael mumbled into his neck. 


“Wait.” Jude sounded dismayed. “I’m all sweaty.” He 
put his hands back on Michael’s chest and gave another 
little shove. Not a very hard one. “I should take a shower.” 


This time, Michael ignored the hands pressing against 
his chest and licked a tiny trickle of sweat off Jude’s neck. 
He felt a shudder run through Jude’s body. Jude’s back 
arched as he twisted his fists into Michael’s shirt. 


Jude’s mouth sought his, and Michael opened to him. 
He slid his tongue along Jude’s, taking his time in a long, 
deep exploration of the other man’s mouth. Was this what 
Doug had meant, Michael wondered vaguely through the 
fog in his brain, when he’d said that other woman hadn’t 
“tasted” right? Jude did taste right. At least, he tasted 
wonderful. 


When they finally broke for air, he stroked Jude’s 
cheekbone gently. The man stared back at him with eyes 
gone very dark and unfocused. He seemed dazed. 


Michael leaned his cheek against the soft red-brown 
hair. “Damn,” he whispered. “This is just...well, damn.” He 
closed his eyes and held Jude tightly. 


“Michael? What’s wrong? ” Jude squirmed a little, 
trying to pull back enough to peer up into Michael’s face. 
Michael loved the feeling of that firm body wriggling 
against his, but he reluctantly let go. 


Jude seemed uncertain at Michael’s sudden hesitation. 
“Is it too fast? I moved too fast, didn’t I?” He looked down 
at the floor, a faint blush creeping over his cheeks. 


That embarrassed, vulnerable expression made 
Michael’s chest hurt. What was he supposed to say? Did he 
want to admit that they couldn’t have sex because Jude’s 
grandmother scared the crap out of Michael? He most 
definitely did not. Could he possibly be a bigger wuss? 


Still Michael hesitated, torn between what he wanted 
to do and what he ought to do. 


Jude talked to the floor. “I just thought, with the way 
you’ve been looking at me... I’m sorry.” He started to move 
away. 

“Ah, fuck it,” Michael muttered. He grabbed Jude’s 
arm and pushed him back against the wall. 


Jude stiffened in surprise, but when Michael crushed 
their lips together and started devouring his mouth, the 
artist melted against him. The soft yielding of that hard 
body against his drove Michael wild. He ground their hard- 
ons together until Jude made little whimpering noises and 
pushed into him. Jude wrapped Michael in a tight hug. The 
guy might be shorter, but damn, he was strong. Michael 
had a hard time catching his breath. 


He’d find a way to deal with Mrs. Kendrick. Or he 
wouldn’t. The business would survive one way or another. 
Possibly not grow as quickly as it might have with the help 
of her referrals, but it would be all right. He only knew he 
couldn’t stand to see that desolate look on Jude’s face. 


Michael wanted no doubt in Jude’s mind that he 
wanted this as much as Jude did. Had he succeeded in 
replacing that forlorn expression with something else? He 
managed to pull away just enough to peer down into Jude’s 
face. Yes, indeed. The dazed expression had returned—the 
eyes unfocused and the breath coming in little pants. 


Rather pleased with himself, Michael grunted, “Bed.” 


Jude relaxed his embrace, and Michael gripped the 
other man’s hand. He turned and started to tug him toward 


the bedroom, then stopped. Confronted by several rooms 
curtained off by beads, he glared around in frustration. He 
knew the supply room, but that left—he counted—three 
rooms to choose from. He glanced back at Jude. “Damn it. 
Is the prize behind door number two or what?” 


Jude grinned. “Good guess. You hit the jackpot.” He 
twisted his fingers through Michael’s and pulled him 
toward the middle of the three remaining doorways. 


“You're right about that.” 


Jude tossed him a pleased smile over his shoulder. He 
pushed through the beads, drawing Michael behind him. 
Then he dropped Michael’s hand. “Oh. I forgot. I wasn’t 
expecting company.” 

Afternoon light streaming through a small double- 
paned window revealed an unmade bed and a heap of 
clothes along the wall. A pile of books and knickknacks 
covered a small desk next to a door leading to a bathroom. 


“Give me a second to fix this.” Jude bent over the bed 
to straighten it. 


Michael grinned. Jude had to know that was a mistake 
if he really expected Michael to wait. His fantasy during 
yoga class came back to him, and he moved behind Jude. 
He rested one hand in the middle of Jude’s back to let him 
know he stood there. Jude froze. 


Michael leaned forward to whisper into his ear. “Stay 
just like that.” 


The only response was a Sharply indrawn breath. Jude 
didn’t move. Michael gripped his slim hips and pushed his 
bulge against the tightly muscled ass. He tugged Jude back 
against him, nestling right in between Jude’s cheeks. Then 
he ran his hands down Jude’s back, feeling the delineation 
of long, smooth muscles under the tight T-shirt. 


Jude propped himself on the bed with his arms straight 
and pushed back. He squirmed a little, creating friction. 


“You are so fucking hot,” Michael gasped. “Stop that, 
or I’m never going to make it inside you.” 


He backed off and pulled Jude up and into his arms, 
then stopped in dismay. “I didn’t expect this to happen. I 
don’t have anything. Do you?” 


If he didn’t, then there were other things they could 
do, and those would be good too. But damn, he wanted a 
piece of that ass. 


“I didn’t expect it either. But I do have some stuff, if 
it’s not too old.” 


Jude opened the bedside table and rummaged through 
it. He pulled out a bottle of lube and a box of condoms, then 
held the box up so he could read the date in the light from 
the window. “We’re still good.” 


“Thank God.” Michael took the supplies and put them 
on the table, then pulled Jude into his arms again for 
another long kiss. Had he ever enjoyed kissing anyone as 
much? He didn’t think so. 


He slipped his hands under Jude’s shirt and rubbed his 
nipples to see if he’d like it. He did, judging by the moan 
and the little thrust of his hips. Michael pulled off Jude’s 
shirt and gave each nipple a quick lick, tasting a sweet 
saltiness that made him want to linger. But he had to yield 
as Jude’s insistent fingers fumbled with the buttons of 
Michael’s shirt. Jude seemed to be shaking a little. With 
passion? Or something else? Suddenly, Michael 
remembered what Jude’s grandmother had said about Jude 
being not quite as “worldly.” Did that mean he was a 
virgin? Surely not. The lube was unopened, but the 
condoms were half gone. 


He pulled back and took those trembling fingers in his 
own. “Are you okay? You’re shaking.” 

“I’m fine. A little excited.” He brushed his lips against 
Michael’s. “It’s been a while.” 


“But you have been with someone before, right?” 


“Yes, Michael. I’ve had a couple of boyfriends. I’m not 
all that much younger than you.” Michael felt relieved that 
he sounded amused rather than offended. 


“Sorry. Just wanted to be sure I wouldn’t hurt you.” 


The tender smile Jude gave him made his heart jump a 
little. “Never mind. It was sweet of you to ask.” The smile 
turned ferocious. “Now get your damn clothes off before I 
rip into that fancy silk shirt made from the suffering and 
deaths of a thousand innocent little silkworms.” 


Michael groaned, but quickly complied while Jude 
stripped off his own pants. They fell naked onto the 
rumpled bed. Michael rolled Jude under him and took his 
mouth in another fierce kiss. He wanted to be on top, this 
time at least. Had to be on top—ached to bury himself in 
Jude. 


Jude seemed okay with it. He wrapped his strong legs 
around Michael’s waist and pulled him in until their cocks 
ground together, shooting sparks of hot pleasure through 
Michael’s belly and straight up his spine. 


He pulled away. “Don’t want to come like this. Want to 
be in you.” He reached for the condom and slipped it on, 
then knelt between Jude’s legs and brushed his balls lightly, 
not touching his cock. He wanted to taste that too, but he 
thought Jude was as close to exploding as he was, and he 
didn’t want it to be over so soon. 


Instead, he contented himself with a good long look as 
he pushed Jude’s thighs farther apart and rubbed a lubed 
finger along his crease. Not the longest dick he’d ever 
seen, but well shaped and thick. It leaned a little to the left. 
Just like Jude. He grinned at his joke and then quickly hid 
it. He didn’t want Jude to think he was laughing at him. 
Nothing could be further from the truth. Jude’s cock fit him 
perfectly. 


To show his approval, he leaned forward and gave ita 
little lick along the shaft. Mistake. It tasted so wonderful. 
Salty. Musky. Essence of Jude. Maybe he should suck him 
off first? 


“No,” Jude groaned as if reading his mind. “Not yet.” 


Michael backed off a little and focused his attention 
again on his fingers. He pressed against the little bud and 
glanced up at Jude as he penetrated his warm channel. 


Jude had propped himself up on his elbows so he could 
see Michael. He’d drawn his legs up and pushed his knees 
wide to give Michael room to work. His face was flushed, 
but he didn’t seem to be in pain. Michael added a second 
finger. He stroked the smooth walls, and Jude dropped his 
head back as his elbows seemed to collapse under him. 


He pushed down against Michael’s fingers. “More. It’s 
okay.” 

Michael added a third finger and pumped it in and out 
slowly. He fondled Jude’s ass with his other hand. He 
thought about how that ass looked stuck up in the air and 
the lovely curve of Jude’s back. 


He slipped his fingers out. “Turn over.” 


Jude rolled to his hands and knees and Michael cupped 
his ass again. He ran his palm down Jude’s back and 
frowned. He couldn’t see his face now, and he wanted to 
make sure Jude was ready. More than that—he wanted to 
see the dazed look in the dark eyes dissolve into ecstasy. 
Most of all, he wanted to kiss Jude while they fucked. 
“Um... Sorry. Maybe it would be better if you were on your 
back.” 

Jude sighed and flipped over. He propped himself up 
on his elbows again and gazed at Michael as he settled 
back between Jude’s thighs. 

Jude quirked an eyebrow. “How on earth do you stay in 
business? I hope you’re not always this indecisive.” 


Was Jude laughing at him? Michael glared. “I’m not. 
It’s your fault.” 


“What are you talking about?” 
“You're like...like...a smorgasbord.” 
“What?” 


“Once, I did a wedding where the caterer created this 
fantastic dessert buffet. All kinds of chocolate-covered 
fruits. Tortes filled with buttercream. Eclairs dripping with 
caramel.” He stroked Jude’s thighs while he talked. “He 
told me I could sample. I walked up and down that table 
and wanted everything.” 


“So what did you finally choose?” Jude asked in that 
same tone of exaggerated patience he’d used when he’d 
asked Michael whether he wanted sugar with his tea. 


Michael barely noticed, being somewhat distracted by 
the tightly muscled thighs he stroked. “Hmm? Oh, nothing. 
The guests started arriving, and I got busy.” 


“Jesus Christ.” Jude let his arms collapse, and his head 
fell back on the pillow with a thump. “I sure hope that’s not 
going to happen here.” 

Michael grinned. “It won’t.” 

“Good. ’Cause I know you want my ass, but you’ve got 
about two seconds before you end up on the bottom, 
buddy.” 

“Oh.” Michael paused. “Hmm, that sounds...” 

“Ah, hell,” Jude muttered. “What was I thinking, giving 
you yet another option?” 

Michael laughed and leaned forward to smother Jude’s 
pouting mouth in a kiss. He gripped himself and slowly 
pushed inside Jude, then gave a quick thrust and stopped 
halfway. 

“Okay?” he mumbled against Jude’s mouth. It came 
out a bit strangled. He fought the urge to slam home. 


“Yes,” Jude gasped. “More.” 


Michael reared back and then buried himself to the 
root. He held still as he tried to keep from coming like a 
teenager on his first date. The warmth and tightness of the 
channel clamped around him felt like pure pleasure. He 
leaned forward until he found Jude’s mouth again. Jude 
returned the kiss and pulled his legs up until his heels 
pressed against Michael’s back. 


“Move,” he whispered into Michael’s mouth. 


Michael began thrusting. He made it long and deep, 
pulling almost all the way out and then pushing in again 
with excruciating slowness. 


Jude’s head dropped back, but he never loosened his 
grip around Michael’s neck. “So good,” he murmured. 


After a few minutes, Jude ran his hands down 
Michael’s back to land on his hips. He began pulling, as if 
urging Michael to speed things up. 

Michael thought briefly about trying to get a hand 
between them to jerk Jude off in time to the thrusts, but 
they were so tight against each other he didn’t think it 
would fit. Judging by his flushed skin and panting mouth, 
Jude was doing all right without it. 


Michael buried his face in the curve where Jude’s neck 
met his shoulder and breathed in his salty scent. Only the 
faintest underlying hint of patchouli remained. He 
increased the pace until he slammed a grunt out of Jude 
with every thrust. Or maybe those were his own moans and 
whimpers? 

He trailed his lips down Jude’s neck. The tingling 
began at the base of his spine and built until jolts of electric 
pleasure ran along his length and then burst from him in 
wave after wave of pulsing heat. His cries were muffled by 
the warm skin of Jude’s shoulder against his mouth. 


A second later he heard Jude cry out, and then warm 
fluid flooded the close space between their bellies. Michael 
kept thrusting slowly, despite the fact he was now so 
sensitive that each movement made him shiver. When he 
felt the tension leave Jude’s body, Michael relaxed and 
simply lay on top of him for a moment. Jude’s arms slipped 
away and Michael pulled out. He pulled off the condom, 
tied it, and tossed it into the trashcan by the desk. 


Michael used the edge of the sheet to wipe most of the 
cum from himself and from Jude’s stomach. 


Jude smiled sleepily. “I made a mess, didn’t I?” 


“A beautiful mess.” Michael stretched out, and they 
drifted off. 


A little while later, Jude stirred and then sat up. “If I 
needed a shower before, I must reek now. I’m going to 
jump in.” 

In Michael’s experience, this signaled the end of the 
evening, never mind that it was only late afternoon now. 
Same principle. Anyway, he had some phone calls to make, 
and Jude was probably ready to get back to his painting or 
his cause of the day or whatever he’d originally planned for 
the afternoon. 


He rolled out of bed and reached for his pants. “I 
should probably get going.” 


Jude seemed a little startled. “That’s not what I meant. 
Unless... I mean, do you want to leave?” 


Did he? “I have a few things I need to get done. I’m 
sure you do too.” 


“Oh. Well, if you need to go. Okay.” Jude opened his 
mouth to say something else. What? Call me? But he didn’t 
say it. Maybe he didn’t want Michael to call him? Michael 
didn’t, usually. He’d always been content to leave things at 
a single encounter, or at least to leave it to the other guy to 


call him and set up another time to meet, if they both 
wanted that. 


Confused, Michael didn’t say anything. He stood 
holding his pants. Jude stared at him for a moment. Michael 
couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Then Jude turned and 
went into the bathroom. A moment later, Michael heard the 
shower start. 


Slowly, he pulled on his briefs and his pants. He 
wondered where his shoes were. In the living room? He 
didn’t recall kicking them off, but obviously he had. 


He picked up his shirt and then stood staring at the 
bathroom door. What had that last expression meant? Did 
Jude want Michael to stay? For what? Round two? Then 
why was he taking a shower? Maybe he’d actually meant to 
invite Michael into the shower with him, but Michael had 
been too dumb to get that? 


The real question was—did Michael want to stay? If he 
did, there was a whole lot of potential here for the kind of 
entanglement he’d always tried to avoid. 


Still carrying his shirt, he moved to the bathroom 
doorway and peered in. The shower had a clear plastic 
door. Jude stood under the stream of water with his head 
bent and his arms crossed as if hugging himself. He didn’t 
move. 


Damn. Michael berated himself for being an 
insensitive asshole. But staying would make things worse 
because sooner or later Michael would screw things up 
even more than he already had. Better to leave now before 
he could do further damage. 

Then Jude shifted to lean one arm against the wall as if 
propping himself up and rubbed his face with his other 
hand. 

Double damn. Michael stripped and threw his clothes 
on top of the desk before stepping into the bathroom. 


When he opened the shower door, Jude jumped back, 
startled. He stared up at Michael with reddened eyes. From 
the water in the shower? Or from crying? As if aware that 
his eyes betrayed him, Jude quickly looked back down at 
the tiled floor. 


Michael took his chin and urged his face up. He 
wanted to kiss away the distress he’d caused, but Jude 
pulled away from Michael’s hand. 


“I thought you had to go.” Jude’s voice was low and 
difficult to hear over the rush of water, but Michael got the 
message when Jude twisted away, with his shoulder to 
Michael and his gaze back on the floor. 


Michael took his arm and tried to pull him back. The 
muscles under his hand felt tight and solid. Jude resisted, 
and Michael couldn’t turn him without putting a lot more 
power behind it, and he wasn’t about to force him. Not that 
he would have been successful anyway. Jude could probably 
kick his ass if he wanted to. 


But Michael didn’t give up. He just decided to kiss 
whatever parts he could reach. He kissed Jude’s shoulder. 
He pushed Jude’s hair aside and kissed his nape. He 
stroked his arms, his back, and along his ribs, all the while 
giving him little pleading kisses on every bit of skin he 
could reach. 


He kept his hands and his kisses above the waist. 
Gradually he felt the tense muscles relax, and once again 
he took Jude’s shoulders to coax him around. Jude came 
reluctantly; the fight had gone out of him. When Michael 
took his mouth, he tensed again, but Michael made it slow 
and gentle and was rewarded by the softening of Jude’s 
mouth and body. 


When it seemed the last bit of tension had dissipated, 
he drew away. Michael reached for the soap and handed 


Jude the shampoo. He began to wash, and after a moment 
Jude did the same. 


They swapped soap, shampoo, and then their places 
under the cascading water for a final rinse. Michael got out 
first and found the stack of clean towels on a shelf by the 
sink. He dried himself hastily and then stood holding a 
fresh towel open to receive Jude when he stepped out. 
Jude’s eyes were wide as Michael wrapped him in the 
towel. He opened his mouth to speak but Michael kissed 
him quiet. After drying him, Michael led him to the bed. 


Michael maneuvered Jude so that he sat on the edge of 
the bed. As he knelt on the floor between Jude’s open legs, 
he rested his hands on Jude’s knees and then kissed the 
inside of each thigh before licking his way up warm skin, 
still damp from the shower. When he reached Jude’s balls, 
he gave them each a rough swipe with his tongue. He 
smiled as he heard Jude gasp. 


Jude had barely begun to stiffen when Michael drew 
him into his mouth. He suckled him gently, savoring the 
strange and wonderful feeling of a small, soft dick growing 
large and hard. 


Jude stared down at him. He didn’t move. Michael 
concentrated on giving the best blowjob he’d ever given. 
When Jude’s cock was hard and Michael tasted precum, he 
began bobbing his head more rapidly, sucking and 
swallowing as much of Jude as he could manage. He 
ignored his own growing hard-on in his effort to focus on 
Jude. 


Jude finally gripped the back of Michael’s head and 
thrust as he made helpless little whimpering noises. Then 
he gave one loud moan, and Michael’s mouth flooded with 
salty fluid. He swallowed it all and licked him clean as Jude 
collapsed backward onto the bed. 


Michael climbed up and settled next to him. He turned 
Jude so he could spoon him, his chest to Jude’s back. Easier 
to talk that way, without having to see Jude’s face. Jude let 
Michael position him. His limbs seemed limp, and he 
gasped for breath. Michael held him while he recovered. 


Finally Jude gave a sigh and his breathing returned to 
normal. “I like the way you apologize,” he murmured. 


Michael nuzzled the back of his neck. After a moment, 
he said, “I don’t date much. I’m not very good at it. One- 
night stands or maybe seeing someone casually for a few 
weeks—that’s the most I’ve ever managed. Guys I’ve been 
with expect you to leave when you’re done. They don’t ask 
me to stay, and I don’t ask them.” He stroked Jude’s hair 
while he talked to the back of his neck. “You’re not like 
them. I shouldn’t have acted you like you were. But—” 


“But?” 
“T don’t know any other way to act.” 
There was silence for a long moment. 


“If you had asked one of them,” Jude suggested softly, 
“maybe he would have stayed.” 


The breath caught in Michael’s throat. He closed his 
eyes against an unexpected sting and pressed his cheek 
into Jude’s hair. “Maybe,” he whispered. 


After a moment, he took a shuddering breath. Then, in 
what was no doubt a very obvious attempt to get out of the 
awkward moment, he turned on to his back and pulled Jude 
with him until the young man lay with his head on 
Michael’s chest. 

Michael draped an arm around Jude as they settled 
comfortably together. “What about you?” he asked. 
“Greenpeace T-shirt two sizes too big, half-empty box of 
condoms? Who is he?” 


“Who, Pierre? Oh, he’s just a friend.” 


“Ooh la la, Pierre, is it?” Michael said in his most 
atrocious French accent. Jude laughed and dug his fingers 
into Michael’s ribs, drawing an undignified yelp from him. 

When Michael had caught Jude’s fingers and tangled 
them in his, he asked in a more serious voice, “But surely 
more than just a friend?” 

“He was. I met him in college when he was an 
exchange student. We were sort of on and off for quite a 
while. We believe in a lot of the same things, but where I do 
what I can from home, he always has to travel to the next 
big rally or the mega-concert to raise money or the 
government protests in some other country.” 

“Do you still see him when he’s in town?” 

“He hasn’t been here in a long time. He calls every 
now and then to fill me in on his latest adventures. Last 
time, he called from Alaska, but I don’t know if he’s still 
there.” 

Michael played with his hair, letting the chestnut 
strands fall through his fingers. “Do you miss him?” 

“T like talking to him. It’s kind of exciting to hear all 
the stories of his adventures. He asked me to go with him.” 

“Why didn’t you?” 

“It’s a little hard to paint when you’re on the road. You 
need a lot of supplies for art.” 


“T noticed. And?” 


“And—I loved him, while we were in college. But I was 
never in love with him. Not enough to run away and leave 
my home, my painting, my grandmother. I consider him a 
good friend.” 


“You must. You’re still wearing his shirt.” 
“Does that bother you? Ill stop if you want.” 
“God, no. You look sexy as hell in it.” 

“I do? A ratty old T-shirt?” 


“I think you’d look sexy in anything.” 


That earned him another kiss, and then Jude decided 
to reciprocate the blowjob. 


“You don’t have to,” Michael protested but, he feared, 
without much conviction in his voice. 


“I want to. I haven’t tasted you yet.” 


Michael watched Jude take him into his mouth and 
thought about all the different kinds of trouble that bobbing 
head represented. He closed his eyes and let Jude sweep 
away the nagging thoughts. 


x OK OK OK 


When he woke from the orgasm that had knocked him 
unconscious, Michael found himself alone in the bed. At 
least he no longer harbored any doubts regarding Jude’s 
experience. 


After using the bathroom and cleaning up, he pulled on 
his pants and the undershirt he’d worn under his silk dress 
shirt. Carrying the shirt to the living room, he hunted for 
his shoes. He spotted them on the floor by the front door, 
under the jacket that Jude had hung on its peg. 


Then he smelled something that made his stomach 
rumble, and glanced toward the kitchen. Jude stood at the 
stove in T-shirt and sweatpants, stirring something in a pot. 
The table was set for two. Did that mean Jude expected him 
to stay for dinner? If he’d been planning on other company, 
he would have said so. Wouldn’t he? Michael wondered if 
he was being dumb again. It was so hard to tell. 


After pulling the phone from his jacket pocket, he 
checked the time. Eight o’clock already, and there were 
three messages on the phone from businesses that would 
be closed by now. Frowning, he shook his head. He couldn’t 
neglect his business like this very often. Doug had once told 


him he could afford to hire an assistant. Maybe he should 
give that some thought. 

Jude turned and spotted him by the door with his 
clothes in one hand and his phone in the other. “Where do 
you think you’re going?” He looked like the annoyed Jude 
who had first opened his door to Michael. 

Michael held up his phone. “I really have to go. I have 
some calls to make and a lot of paperwork to catch up on.” 

Jude held up his wooden spoon as if mocking the way 
Michael had held up his phone. “And I had a lot of cooking 
to do. So damn it, somebody’s going to eat it.” 

The scowl was definitely back in full force. 

“Okay then.” Moving with exaggerated care, as if 
trying not to antagonize the wild animal glaring at him, 
Michael hung his jacket quietly back on the peg. 

Jude waved his spoon. “Now sit down.” 

Michael went to the kitchen table and sat down. 

Jude leaned over him and whispered in his ear, “I’ve 
got your number now, buddy. You’re not getting away so 
easily.” 

Michael couldn’t hide the panic on his face. 

Jude snorted his laughter. “For God’s sake, Michael. 
It’s just dinner.” 


Michael looked sheepishly down at the table. 


Shaking his head, Jude said, “Has anybody ever told 
you that you’re a bit of a drama queen?” 


Michael stared at him for a moment and then started 
laughing. 

Jude rolled his eyes and then turned to dish out 
whatever smelled so good. “Fettuccine primavera with 
breaded tofu. If you don’t like the tofu, you can pick it out. I 
won't be offended.” 


“It smells great.” 


“I don’t cook meat, but it doesn’t bother me if people 
order it. Like, when I go to a restaurant with someone.” 


Was that a hint? Was he supposed to ask Jude out to 
dinner now? Michael couldn’t remember the last time he’d 
been out an actual date. 


He picked up his fork. “I don’t cook much. This is 
nice.” He didn’t want to admit that most nights ended with 
him and a bowl of shredded wheat—the frosted kind—in 
front of whatever Star Trek marathon was running. 


He sampled. “It’s really good.” 
“Even the tofu?” 


“Even the tofu. I know it’s all in how it’s cooked. I 
managed a couple of nice restaurants before I decided I’d 
rather work for myself.” 


Jude sat, and the conversation turned to restaurants 
and movies, which Michael knew a lot about, and then 
politics and art, which he didn’t. But he found he loved 
watching how excited Jude got as he talked. His face 
flushed, and his dark eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. 

Before Michael knew it, they’d finished dinner and 
he’d landed on the couch with Jude snuggled against his 
side and their legs tangled together. 

Finally, Jude asked the question—that question. “So 
what are you doing tomorrow night?” 

When he didn’t answer right away, Jude raised an 
eyebrow. “It’s not rocket science. Do you want to see me 
again or don’t you?” 

“Of course I do. It’s just—you mean—like a date?” 

“T get it. You don’t date much. We can call it something 
else if you want. A couple of guys having a beer and talking 
about football.” 


“Know a lot about football, do you?” 


“Never watch it. You?” 
“No. I like baseball, though.” 


The sudden ring of Michael’s phone made him jump. 
“It’s too late to be work.” He pulled it from his pocket. “It’s 
my brother.” 


Jude nodded. He rose and headed for the kitchen to 
start the dishes and give Michael at least a semblance of 
privacy. 

Michael answered the call. Before he could get a word 
out, Doug was speaking in rapid, slurred tones. “I went to 
visit tonight. The kids asked when I was coming home. 
They don’t understand.” 


“Of course they don’t. We didn’t at their age.” 


Doug didn’t seem to hear him. “I tried. I swear. She 
shut me down even though she looked like she was about to 
cry or something.” 


Doug sounded like he might be the one crying. The 
shaking voice hardly seemed like his brother. “Have you 
been drinking?” Michael asked. 

“Why won’t she give me another chance if she’s so 
upset about getting divorced?” 

Michael stood and paced the living room. “Doug. 
Listen to me. Where are you?” 

For a moment he heard only heavy breathing. Then a 
loud thump, followed by a creaking noise. 

“Doug! Where are you?” 

“I’m on the crappy couch in this crappy apartment. 
Where the hell else would I be?” 

Relieved, Michael listened as Doug continued 
speaking. His words were almost too indistinct to 
understand, but at least he was safe at his place. “ 
goddamn vodka bottle fell off the goddamn table. Goddamn 
empty anyway.” 


“Why don’t you stretch out on the couch for a while?” 


“Sorry, Mike. Gotta go. I think I need to lie down. I'll 
call you back tomorrow, okay?” 


The phone clicked. Michael stared at it for a moment, 
then shook his head and sat on the couch again. He leaned 
back and gazed up at the ceiling. 


A solid, reassuring presence settled next to him. Jude 
took his hand. “Do you want to tell me about it? If not, 
that’s okay.” 


Did Michael want to tell him about it? What kind of 
impression would whining about family problems make on 
someone he’d just met? He had no idea if that constituted 
proper dating etiquette, but it seemed unlikely. 


He looked over at Jude. Their fingers were still 
entwined, and Jude returned his look solemnly. His long 
lashes were dark. Michael would have thought they’d have 
more red in them, like his hair, but they were almost black. 


“Shit,” he muttered and pinched the bridge of his nose 
sharply to keep from making a fool of himself. 


Jude remained quiet, giving him time to collect 
himself. Michael took a deep, shuddering breath and leaned 
against the hard body next to him. Jude slung an arm 
around him, and that was all the encouragement Michael 
needed. He found himself telling Jude about Doug, his 
family, and the impending divorce. 


Jude listened in silence. When Michael ran out of 
words, Jude pulled him close. “I’m so sorry. I can see how 
much you care about them.” After giving him a brief kiss, 
he asked, “Have they considered a marriage counselor? I 
know someone.” 


“Have a lot of need for one, do you?” That thought 
made Michael smile. Proper dating etiquette or not, he felt 
better, and Jude seemed to be okay with listening to him go 
on about his family. 


“Don’t be an ass.” Jude shoved him onto his back and 
landed on top of him. Michael’s breath left him with a 
grunt. 


Jude eased up a little but didn’t get off. Michael 
wrapped his arms around him to make sure he wouldn’t. 


Jude stretched out on top of him and tucked his head 
under Michael’s chin. “She’s the wife of a therapist I know. 
A guy I went to for a while.” He sounded hesitant. Michael 
stroked his back encouragingly. “My grandma sent me to 
see someone. I had a hard time after my parents died.” 


“Jeez. Of course you did.” 


“I was only fifteen. I couldn’t understand why I walked 
away with hardly a scratch, but they...” 


Michael stilled. “I didn’t know you were in the car. Oh, 
Jude.” 


He hugged Jude until he finally lifted his head to look 
at him with a smile. A small, sad smile, but still a smile. 


Michael had a sudden realization. “Hey, maybe that’s 
why you—” Then he bit his lip and cursed himself. Why did 
every stray thought have to pop right out of his mouth? 


But Jude nodded. “The therapist told me all about 
survivor’s guilt and trying to atone.” He looked away as he 
added in a low voice, “And I know in my head it wasn’t my 
fault, but I don’t always feel it.” 


Michael didn’t know what he could possibly say that 
would help with that kind of sadness. So he didn’t say 
anything. Instead, he wrapped his legs around Jude and 
pulled him closer. His action might be inappropriate 
considering their topic of conversation, but heat had been 
pooling in his lower belly since Jude first stretched out on 
top of him. He thrust upward a little. 


Inappropriate or not, Jude seemed to feel the same. He 
rocked his pelvis against Michael’s and ground their 


hardening cocks together. Michael lifted his knees and 
gripped Jude with his thighs in an attempt to bring them 
even Closer. Then he twisted his fingers through Jude’s hair 
and pulled him in for a kiss. 


Michael shifted uncomfortably. He broke the kiss and 
reached down to unzip his pants, while Jude immediately 
started nuzzling his neck. 


Michael freed himself with a sigh of relief. Since his 
hand was in the neighborhood anyway, he thought Jude 
might appreciate the same consideration, so he hooked 
Jude’s waistband and pushed the sweatpants down around 
his thighs. This conveniently bared his bottom so Michael 
could fondle it with one hand while reaching in between 
them to grip their cocks in the other hand. He squeezed the 
shafts together and began a long stroking motion. 


Jude never stopped kissing his neck, although he did 
shift a little to give Michael room to reach between them. 


Jude moved his mouth to Michael’s shoulder and bit 
him gently through the white undershirt. “You’re so 
beautiful. Sometimes I think I could eat you right up.” 

“But you don’t eat meat.” 


“Funny guy. I could do without your horrible sense of 
humor.” 


“Then why are you smiling?” 
“You have my dick in your hand.” 
“Do I? I hadn’t noticed.” 


“Asshole.” Jude bit his shoulder a little harder and then 
sucked up a mark on his neck. 


Was that supposed to be punishment? The sensations 
shot a jolt of pure heat down Michael’s spine. He arched up 
with a gasp and heard Jude’s answering groan as he thrust 
more vigorously into Michael’s hand. 


Michael used his thumb to gather the now pouring 
precum and spread it for lubricant. Jude’s mouth landed 
forcefully on his, and they rocked together in earnest as 
they explored every inch of each other’s mouths with their 
tongues. 


Pressure moved down Michael’s body and landed in 
his balls. They drew tight with the need to explode. Michael 
strengthened his grip until their bodies twisted frantically 
and their slick cocks thrust hard together into his hand. 


“So close,” he groaned into Jude’s mouth. Jude grunted 
an incoherent answer. Then his grunt turned into a loud 
moan, and Michael felt Jude’s dick spasm as warm liquid 
spilled over his hand. 


Jude’s ecstasy pushed Michael into his own orgasm. 
His back arched again as long, slow waves of pleasure 
rocked him and his fluid spurted to mingle with Jude’s. 


Michael’s arms fell to his sides, lifeless. “Jesus.” 


“Yeah.” Jude’s body was just as limp as Michael’s. He 
felt like a lead weight on top of Michael’s chest, making it a 
little difficult to recover his breath. But Michael didn’t have 
the energy—or the desire—to push him off. 


Especially when Jude started trailing little kisses up 
his neck to end at his mouth. But the kiss only lasted a 
moment. Jude pulled back a little to look down into 
Michael’s face. His eyes were wide and serious. He didn’t 
say anything. He didn’t have to. Michael felt it in the warm 
fluttering in his belly and in the rapid beat of his own heart. 
Excitement. Anxiety. Hope for connection. Fear of falling 
too fast and too hard. 


Chapter Three 


Michael paused on the stoop of the old brownstone in 
Brooklyn. A green wreath with red bows decorated the 
door. He could hear the kids arguing and the TV in the 
background. It sounded like it usually did when he visited. 


After staying the night at Jude’s, he’d left early in the 
morning and then spent the day getting caught up with 
work. He felt tired, but last night had certainly been worth 
it. He felt less certain about the dinner date they’d made 
for that evening. 


Knowing he’d have a few hours free early in the 
evening after he wrapped up some things and before 
picking up Jude, he’d left one more message on Lauren’s 
phone to let her know what time he planned to visit. That 
gave her the opportunity to call him back and tell him not 
to come. Or to be gone when he got there. He still worried 
he might come across as stalkerish, but then again, what 
kind of friend didn’t offer to help when someone they knew 
was going through a hard time? 


True, he and Lauren weren’t exactly BFFs. They only 
saw each other on family occasions, but they had always 
gotten along well. He appreciated that she accepted him as 
he was and encouraged the kids to spend time with him. 


Anyway, he wasn’t just a friend. He was the uncle of 
those kids screaming at each other about hogging the 
PlayStation. Smiling, he recalled the fights every Christmas 
over whose new game got to be played first. Then his smile 


faded. Would he be there this Christmas morning when 
they opened their presents? Would their father? 


He rang the bell. The door opened almost immediately. 
Did that mean she’d been watching him from the window? 
He winced inside. He sure hoped not. No telling what his 
face had looked like. 


“Hey,” she said. She didn’t smile at him. She seemed 
even more tired than he felt. “Come on in.” 


He hung his jacket in the hall closet and followed her 
into the living room past the Christmas tree in the corner. 
The kids sat on the couch in front of the TV, playing games. 


The older one spotted him first and ran to him, yelling, 
“Uncle Mike!” 


Dougie threw his arms around Michael’s waist. 
Michael ran his fingers through the kid’s hair affectionately. 
They were the perfect ages. Doug Jr. had just turned nine 
and his little brother, Davie, was seven. Old enough to do 
fun stuff, but not yet at that phase when they didn’t want to 
be seen in public with parents—or uncles. 


By then the other one was on him too, and they had his 
waist locked in a stranglehold. 


“Ugh.” His breath left him with a gasp as they 
tightened their grips. “You guys are getting too strong. 
You’re gonna squeeze me to death, like those boa 
constrictors we saw on TV last time I was here. 
Remember?” 


They did, and Davie went to get his rubber snake to 
throw on him while he pretended to recoil in horror. Then 
they pushed him onto the couch, and before he knew it, he 
had a controller in his hands and was battling the monster 
du jour. He didn’t even know what they were playing, but 
they explained what he was supposed to do in extremely 
loud voices. They shrieked with laughter every time he got 


his butt kicked, so he guessed that made it worth looking 
like an old idiot uncle. 


As he played, he saw Lauren out of the corner of his 
eye as she passed through the living room now and then, 
carrying laundry or bringing them snacks. Did she think the 
kids would distract him all afternoon? He wanted to speak 
to her, and she knew it. If she had led him straight to the 
living room in an effort to avoid that, it wasn’t going to 
work for long. 


He wanted to talk to the kids too, to see how they were 
coping and to give them what reassurance he could that 
both he and their father would always be there for them. 
But he needed to talk to Lauren first. He didn’t want to 
contradict anything she had already told them regarding 
the reason their father didn’t live with them anymore. 


After he had gone down in flames several times and 
was about to bust a gut from eating too many cookies, he 
declared himself defeated. The kids switched to a new 
game, and he wandered into the kitchen and then took a 
seat at the table. Lauren wasn’t there, but he knew she 
would return soon. With two growing boys, there was 
always something to be done in the kitchen, or so it had 
seemed to him on previous visits. 


She’d been a paralegal before having the kids. He 
remembered when she’d stopped working to stay home and 
take care of them. She’d seemed happy with that decision. 
He wondered if she would have to go back to work now, 
and who would watch the kids after school if she did. 


Lauren returned to the kitchen carrying a load of 
kitchen towels and washcloths. She hesitated for a second 
when she saw him sitting there. After putting the towels 
away, She took a seat at the table. 


For the first time, he noticed that a few strands of gray 
had appeared in her brown hair. The dark circles under her 


eyes matched the ones her soon-to-be ex-husband had 
sported. A matching set, if only they knew it. 


He’d always thought her a lovely woman. As she 
approached forty, she seemed more attractive than ever. 
The air of maturity only enhanced her good looks. Would 
she marry again? That thought made his stomach clench. 
What if her new husband didn’t want her or the kids to 
have anything to do with her ex-husband’s family? What if 
he didn’t like gays? What if— 

For God’s sake, Michael. Focus. 


But he didn’t know how to start, and she didn’t give 
him any help. Reassurance first? “I’m not here to bother 
you. Doug told me what’s going on, but maybe not the 
whole story. I thought maybe you’d want to...you know... 
talk.” Michael winced. Could he possibly sound any more 
Dr. Phil? 


He felt a little relieved to see a ghost of a smile cross 
her face. Nothing like making a fool of yourself to make 
someone else feel better. 


“There’s not much to talk about.” She sat back in her 
chair, seeming to relax a little. “Although I will say I’m a 
little surprised at the way you’re behaving.” 


He stared at her, puzzled. Hadn’t he been perfectly 
calm, while inside he was screaming, What the hell are you 
doing? 

She nodded as if answering his unspoken question. “I 
expected you to be a lot more upset. I’m sorry about not 
answering the phone or returning your calls. I thought you 
might need a little time to adjust to the situation before we 
talked.” 


And here he’d been trying to give her time to calm 
down. “Maybe you were right. But that doesn’t mean I’ve 
accepted it. It just means I can talk about it without having 
a complete meltdown.” 


“See? It worked.” 
“And that was the only reason?” 


“Not really. I felt too upset to talk to anyone. Besides, 
you’re going to try to get me to change my mind, and I 
don’t want to hear it right now.” 


Michael shook his head, baffled. “I know you have your 
reasons for doing this. What he did in Denver—hell yeah, 
I’d be mad. I’d be furious. But he didn’t actually sleep with 
her. Isn’t this something you two could work through?” 


She was shaking her head before he’d even finished, 
and as he looked at her closely, he saw the tears start to 
well in her eyes. 


His voice softened. “You still love him. You wouldn’t be 
so upset if you didn’t.” 

“Damn. Just when I think I’m done crying, it starts 
again.” She got up and went to the counter to pull a paper 
towel from its rack. “I was afraid this would happen if I 
talked to you. I should have given it another couple of 
days.” She sounded cross. 

“Would that really have made a difference?” 

“T don’t know. Maybe.” She dried her face with the 
towel. “I don’t want the kids to see me like this.” She 
tossed that towel and grabbed another one from the rack. 
Twisting it in her hands, she sat again. 

“I know it wouldn’t be easy, but have you at least 
considered seeing a marriage counselor?” 

“I don’t see the point. Besides, I’m tired of being the 
only one working at this relationship. If he thinks he can do 
better, then he can go for it.” 

“But he said he tried to explain what happened and 
you wouldn’t listen.” He felt as if they were having two 
different conversations. 

“That’s true.” 


It finally clicked. “You mean you’re not getting a 
divorce because of what happened in Denver?” 


“Of course we are. But it’s never only one thing. He 
must have been unhappy before then, or he wouldn’t have 
kissed that girl.” 


“What do you mean? He never seemed unhappy. At 
least, he never said anything.” 


“Of course he never said anything to you. It’s not like 
you would have been any help.” 


He stared at her, stunned. 


“Doug doesn’t know much about what it takes to keep 
a relationship going, but you know even less. I 
understand”—she raised her hand as if to forestall a protest 
he was too speechless to give—“neither of you has had a 
good role model.” 


He finally got his voice back. “I don’t have time for a 
relationship. I’m damn busy running my business.” 


“Now you sound like him. You have to make time. You 
have to be willing to sacrifice something to get something, 
and you have to feel the sacrifice is worth it.” She frowned 
at the shredded remains of the paper towel. “Or everyone 
ends up getting hurt.” 


So that was that. Michael looked down at the table 
without seeing it. He’d known that being with Jude was a 
bad idea, and now he had the proof. The situation was 
hopeless. They would both end up getting hurt when he 
inevitably screwed up. He cursed himself for letting those 
big brown eyes, the smile that came out of nowhere, and 
that sweet, sweet ass pull him into bed against his better 
judgment. 


She continued, but he had a hard time concentrating 
on her words. “I’m always the one who has to find time for 
us to be together. When we argue, it’s me that has to make 
up. He forgets about it like everything is all right. Well, it 


isn’t, and I’m tired of him not caring. Now he’s gone 
beyond not caring to just plain unhappy.” 


That caught his attention. “He does care! You should 
have seen how torn up he was when he told me about the 
divorce.” 


She seemed a little surprised at that. “He sure as hell 
never shows it. And he’s obviously not happy with me. I’m 
not young anymore, and he’s at that age when guys start 
looking for a younger model.” 


“That’s crazy,” he protested. “You’re more beautiful 
now than when you first met him.” 


That made her smile even though she seemed like she 
didn’t believe it. “That’s sweet of you. I’m sorry. I didn’t 
mean to get upset—certainly not with you. I guess it’s been 
bottled up for a while. Feels kind of good to get it out, 
actually.” 


“Glad I could help,” he muttered. He glanced toward 
the living room where the kids had switched off the game 
and were watching some movie with roaring dinosaurs. 


She followed the direction of his gaze. “Don’t worry. I 
don’t know how it’s all going to work out yet, but I do know 
the kids need their father and their uncle. They’re very 
attached to you, and I still want you to spend time with 
them. lll make sure you’re invited to the birthdays, the 
school plays, the baseball games. You come whenever you 
can.” 


“Thanks.” He could barely choke out the word past the 
lump in his throat. 


She stood. Clearly time for him to go. He went to the 
living room, stooped down to hug his nephews, and then 
gave them each a peck on the cheek. “I’ve got to run.” He 
hesitated as he realized he hadn’t asked her what she’d 
told them. 


Maybe it didn’t matter, after all. There was only one 
thing they needed to know from him. “I’ll see you soon, 
okay? I promise. Christmas will be here before you know 
it.” He glanced at Lauren. They hadn’t specifically 
discussed it, but she nodded. “I'll be over first thing 
Christmas morning. I want to see what Santa brought you.” 


Michael walked out of the brownstone and down the 
short flight of stairs in a daze. He stumbled on the last step 
and caught himself quickly on the cold metal of the iron 
railing. 

The few blocks to the N train seemed insurmountable. 
He found a rare unoccupied bench in the deepening 
twilight and sat heavily. With nightfall came a cold wind, 
and he shivered into his jacket. 


He stuck his hand in his pocket and gripped his phone. 
After pulling it out, he stared at it blurrily, barely able to 
make out the time. If he rushed, he could make it to Jude’s 
place without being late. But his legs felt paralyzed. He 
pulled the coat closer around himself and then tugged a 
hand through his hair. At least he wouldn’t have to give up 
leather. 


He called Jude’s number. Like the wimp he knew he 
was, he prayed that Jude would be in the shower scrubbing 
off paint so he wouldn’t be able to answer the phone and 
Michael could leave a message. If there was a patron saint 
of cowards, he heard the prayer, because Jude’s voice mail 
picked up. 

Michael wasn’t even sure what he said. Something 
stupid, like something came up and he had to work. Work 
was always a good excuse, wasn’t it? He’d used it in the 
past, come to think of it. But he didn’t recall ever having 
this weird, sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. 


Maybe Jude would be angry enough to go out without 
him. Michael hoped so. He’d meet someone younger— 


someone he had more in common with. An artistic type in 
some pretentious coffeehouse, maybe during one of those 
god-awful poetry slam things. Then he’d forget about 
Michael pretty quickly. Chalk him up as a mistake. That 
thought should have made Michael feel better, but it didn’t 
work. In fact, he wanted to kick hypothetical artsy guy’s 
ass. 


Michael slowly put the phone back in his pocket. 


That’s it then. I’m Officially a hopeless, pathetic old 
queer my nephews will barely tolerate as they grow up. 
Michael rubbed his temples. Between his situation and his 
brother’s, it all seemed too depressing, and the only thing 
he wanted to do was snuggle down into a warm bed with a 
tight little Jude body in his arms. Except he’d just made 
sure that would never happen again. 


Stop wallowing. He stood and headed for the train 
station. Michael would get over it. Jude would get over it. 
His business would be fine. Jude’s grandmother was rich, 
but she wasn’t the mayor of New York, for God’s sake. She 
didn’t have that much power. He had plenty of clients 
already who didn’t know her at all. 


Everything would work out for the best. He felt sure of 
it. 

So why did he feel like he’d just made the biggest 
mistake of his life? 
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Two days later, Michael paused as he walked past the 
moving van in front of Mrs. Kendrick’s building. He looked 
into the open back and saw a couple of men lifting a 
painting from the rack that had been holding it in place to 
keep it from jostling on the rough city streets. 

His stomach sank as he realized what it meant. Jude 
had to be upstairs, supervising the hanging of his paintings. 
Could his timing be any worse? 


He’d called Mrs. Kendrick that morning to set up a 
time to go over the final schedule for the party the next day, 
and she’d told him to come this afternoon. She hadn’t said 
anything about Jude being there. Why would she? She 
didn’t know about him and Jude. Would Jude tell her? 
Maybe he wouldn’t want to admit to his own poor 
judgment. 


Michael hesitated at the glass door to the building as 
he realized that even more than Mrs. Kendrick’s reaction, 
he dreaded seeing that hurt look on Jude’s face. Even 
though he still believed he’d done the best thing for both of 
them, Jude wouldn’t see that yet. Eventually he would, but 
not yet. Especially since he’d tried to call and Michael 
hadn’t returned the call, believing a clean break was best. 


And odd as it seemed, Michael realized that no matter 
what the consequences might be, he didn’t regret one 
moment of his time with Jude. He regretted hurting him, 
but the memory of their night together still made Michael 
smile inside. 


When he stepped off the elevator and into the 
apartment, it was just as he’d feared. Jude was there, 
pulling the landscapes off the wall. He didn’t seem 
surprised to see Michael. His grandmother must have told 
him Michael was coming. 


Jude looked at him expressionlessly except for a cold 
glint in his eye and then turned back to his work without 
speaking. Michael bit his lip. He hadn’t wanted Jude this 
mad at him. He’d only wanted him to move on. 


Jude reached for a long beach scene. His T-shirt rode 
up, exposing the strip of skin above a pair of very tight 
jeans. Michael knew it wasn’t deliberate this time. The 
hardness in Jude’s eyes said he was done flirting with him. 


The landscape appeared too difficult for one person to 
manage. Michael worried that he might drop it on his foot. 


He approached Jude and reached out a hand. “Can I help 
you with that?” he asked awkwardly. 


“No, thanks,” Jude replied coolly. “The moving guys 
will help me as soon as they finish bringing my paintings up 
the stairs. Don’t trouble yourself.” 


Michael let his arm fall. “Okay.” Then softly— “Sorry.” 


Jude stopped. He settled the painting back onto its 
hook and then turned to face Michael. “I have no doubt that 
you can have company whenever you want it. But that 
doesn’t give you the right to treat a guy like crap and then 
just move on to the next one.” 


Michael stared at him in shock. “That’s...that’s not...” 
he stuttered. He felt heat creep up his neck. He knew he’d 
turned beet red. “You can’t think that’s why I...” 


Jude seemed to be scrutinizing him. Apparently 
whatever he saw answered some question he had. He 
stepped back. “No. I suppose not.” He resumed his work, 
leaving Michael reeling at the accusation. “I guess you’re 
just not good at anything beyond a one-night stand, like you 
said. So maybe you’re right. Maybe we are better off not 
seeing each other.” 


Then he glanced at Michael. “My grandmother is in 
the study. She’s expecting you.” 


Michael stood rooted to the floor, wondering how 
someone younger than him had learned to be so much more 
mature. 

Finally, he made his legs move. But as he started for 
the study, Jude called after him, “Wait.” 

Michael turned. For some reason his heart raced 
wildly. Hoping for ...what? That Jude would ask him to try 
again? Did Michael want that? 

“I was going to ask my grandmother to give this to 
you, but since you’re here, you can take it.” Jude pulled a 


card out of his pocket and handed it to Michael. “I made an 
appointment with the marriage counselor I told you about.” 


Michael examined the card. The handwritten date was 
for the next morning. “You got an appointment on 
Christmas Eve?” 


“The counselor did it as a favor to me. She said the 
sooner the better.” 


“Thank you. I’ll call them tonight, but I’m afraid they 
won't go.” He sounded as hopeless as he felt. 


“Then that’s their decision. You can only help so much. 
They have to be willing to try.” He stared at Michael long 
enough to be sure that even an idiot like him could catch 
his meaning. Michael did and found his face warming yet 
again. 

Jude turned back to his paintings, and Michael headed 
for the office, plastering on his professional smile for Mrs. 
Kendrick. 


She waited on the couch. He took a seat beside her, 
opening the portfolio he carried. They went over the 
schedule for the party—the timing of the food, the music, 
and the speeches. 


Michael finished his notes and then nodded, putting 
the papers away. “I think that’s it, Mrs. Kendrick. rll be 
here early tomorrow to make sure everything gets set up 
and the caterers are here.” 


“Thank you, dear. And thank you for helping Jude 
select his paintings. I’m so glad he decided to come himself 
to make sure they are hung properly.” 


Michael didn’t want to sound too interested in Jude, 
but he decided to ask the question that had been nagging 
at him for a while. “Why wouldn’t he want to show his work 
if there are going to be art collectors and gallery owners 
here?” 


Mrs. Kendrick waved a gnarled but still elegant hand. 
“Oh, normally he would. It’s just the time of year.” 


“What do you mean?” 
“You know he lost his parents?” 
“He told me they died in a car accident. I’m so sorry.” 


“They were coming back from a ski trip in Maine early 
in the morning, so they could spend Christmas Day with 
me. My son always made sure they came to visit for 
Christmas. The weather was horrible. One of those big 
semitrucks veered into their lane and hit them head-on. The 
driver had been awake too many hours, and he lost control 
in the sleet.” 


She paused. The little lines around her mouth 
deepened, and she stared vacantly down at her hands. 


Michael’s chest tightened. “It happened on Christmas 
Day? He didn’t tell me that.” 

“I’m surprised he mentioned it at all. I thank God 
every day that he was in the back with his seat belt on. The 
front of the van was crushed.” 


She paused for a moment and then continued in a 
brisk tone. “Usually he goes into hibernation this time of 
year. Mopes around wearing that awful patchouli, just like 
his father did. I think it makes him feel better, as if it brings 
him closer to his parents. So you see why I’m glad he’s here 
today, even if he doesn’t seem very happy about it. Still, it’s 
progress.” 

Michael thought of the rude Jude on the phone and 
how hostile he’d been when Michael first came to his loft. 
The almost reluctant smile that came later, and then the 
fun and laughter they’d had in bed. Why the change in 
mood? Because of him? 


“T didn’t realize,” he murmured. 


Her old eyes sharpened, and a frown came over her 
face. “You’re not interested in my grandson, are you?” 


Michael prevaricated a bit. “He’s a good-looking young 
man, of course. But we don’t have much in common, do 
we?” 

“Hmm.” She still seemed suspicious. “I suppose not.” 
Then she stood and thumped her cane against the wooden 
floor. “Come along. I want to show you the patio. I got one 
of those big outdoor fire pits yesterday.” 


She headed out the door. He started to follow and then 
lingered for a moment in front of the painting of the black 
rock in the middle of the crashing waves. 


It no longer looked angry. It just looked lonely. 
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Nothing ever ran like clockwork, but preparations for 
Mrs. Kendrick’s party had gone as well as expected on the 
day before Christmas. 


Last minute substitutions in the menu, servers calling 
in with the flu, and all other crises had been averted. 
Guests had begun to arrive. The string quartet played Joy 
to the World with a great deal of enthusiasm. Servers 
circulated with glasses of champagne and truffle canapés. 


And, Michael noted with relief, several guests had 
paused to admire Jude’s work. The simple silver and red 
decorations Michael had added to the living room decor not 
only offset the dark paintings, but actually seemed to 
enhance them. 


But where was Jude? Shouldn’t he be near his work, 
waiting to talk to any of the prominent art lovers who might 
be interested? 

Michael reached into the pocket of his black wool suit 
jacket and nervously fingered the small gift he’d picked up 
that morning on his way to the penthouse. He wanted to 


find Jude, but the thought of his reception made his palms 
sweat. Jude didn’t seem the type to make a scene in a 
crowd of people, but Michael found that cold glint in his 
eye—so like his grandmother’s—intimidating enough. But if 
it was true that Michael had really made the artist happy, at 
least for a little while, then he would risk the rejection. 


There was certainly no doubt that Jude had made him 
happy. Made him laugh. Made him burn with desire every 
time he thought of their night together, which was far too 
often, and at the most inopportune times. He could only 
hope he hadn’t blown his chance. 


Michael made his rounds through the penthouse, 
making sure everything was running smoothly while he 
kept an eye open for Jude. 


No sign of him until Michael paused by the patio 
doors. Few guests braved the damp, chilly air outside for 
more than a minute—just time to take in the spectacular 
New York skyline or catch a quick smoke. But Jude stood by 
the fire pit, leaning one hip against a wrought iron patio 
table as he stared into the flames. 


Michael stepped out and shut the doors behind him to 
keep out the cold breeze. Even through the closed doors, 
he heard the soft strains of a violin now playing Silent 
Night. 

Jude wore a black pullover sweater, which seemed 
inadequate against the cool evening. The fire gave some 
heat, but Jude hugged himself as if chilled. 

Michael started to reach for him and then paused. 
“Jude? Are you cold?” 

Jude straightened and looked up. “I’m fine.” He turned 
to face Michael, gazing at him solemnly. He appeared to be 
waiting for something. 

For what? Don’t be a dumbass, Michael. Jude wasn’t 
going to make it easy, but at least he hadn’t just glared at 


him and gone back inside. 


Michael cleared his throat, but the words seemed to be 
stuck. Maybe if he didn’t have to look into those big brown 
eyes while he talked? Michael slipped his arms around 
Jude, pressing his hands into the small of his back. Jude 
didn’t move away, but he didn’t relax into Michael’s 
embrace either. Holding him still felt wonderful. Michael 
pulled him close and laid his cheek against Jude’s hair. He 
took a deep breath and then let it out with a sigh. 


Then he realized why Jude smelled so good. He’d 
abandoned his patchouli. 


And Michael had left his leather jacket at home. Ah, 
compromise. The heart of any...uh... relationship. There. 
He’d said it, if only to himself. 


He stroked Jude’s hair and then brushed it away from 
his face. After kissing the tender spot under his ear, he 
rained little kisses down Jude’s neck. He felt some of the 
tension leave Jude’s body. 


Jude arched his neck to expose more of his skin to 
Michael’s caresses. “That’s not going to work every time, 
you know.” 

“It’s not?” Wait. Did that mean Michael would have 
more chances to act like an idiot with Jude? Some weird 
constriction in his chest that he hadn’t even known was 
there eased a little. “Then what will?” He thought he should 
ask in order to plan for future dumbass episodes. 

He released his hold and started to draw away, but 
Jude snapped, “I didn’t say you could stop.” 

“Okay then.” Michael pulled him close again and 
nuzzled his neck. 

“This part is good, but there has to be more.” Jude 
slowly stroked Michael’s back. 


“Tell me. I want to do whatever you want, I swear. But 
I don’t know what that is.” 


“I want to know why. When you left my place, you 
seemed happy. Why did you break our date?” 

“Um...because I’m an idiot?” 

No answer. Not good enough then. 

Michael swallowed. His voice came out in a whisper. 
“Because I was scared. I had just left Lauren when I called 
you. She was so hurt. Doug was so hurt. I was afraid I 
would do that to you. To us. If not today, then someday.” He 
mumbled it into Jude’s hair. “I’m sorry.” 

Jude sighed. “We barely know each other, and you’ve 
already got us married and divorced. Don’t you think you’re 
getting a little ahead of yourself?” 

Well, when he put it that way... “I guess.” 

“T’d like to get to know you better. If you feel the same, 
then that’s all we need right now.” 

“TI never treat you like that again, baby.” Michael 
surprised himself by using the endearment, but it came out 
naturally. And it made Jude smile, so that was all right. 

Then Michael remembered he had the evidence of his 
willingness to make an effort right in his pocket. He pulled 
out the little red box and handed it to Jude. 

He took it, looking puzzled. 


“I got you a present,” Michael explained, although he 
would have thought it obvious. Christmas party. Red box. 

“You didn’t have to get me anything.” 

“Open it,” Michael urged. 

Jude pulled off the lid and then set it on the patio 
table. His eyes widened as he looked into the box. 
“Michael? Why...?” He drew out the bottle and stared at it. 
“Patchouli? I don’t understand. I thought you hated it.” 


Michael shrugged, trying to act casual. “No. I don’t 
mind. If you like to wear it, go ahead. It’s okay with me.” 


Michael might have overdone the nonchalance just a 
bit. 

“Oh,” Jude said in a low voice. “She told you, didn’t 
she? My grandma. About this—about how my father used 
to...” He gazed down at the bottle, but Michael didn’t think 
he saw it. His fingers tightened around the glass. 


Crap. Michael had been trying to make things better, 
but he’d just made Jude feel worse. 


“Hey.” Worried that Jude might inadvertently crack the 
little bottle, Michael took it from him and placed it on the 
table. He took both of Jude’s hands. “It’s okay.” 


Jude kept staring at the floor. The unruly hair fell 
forward. 


Michael freed one hand to reach up and brush it away. 
“You can’t hide from me.” 


Jude blinked and tried to turn away so Michael 
wouldn’t see the shine in his eyes, but Michael took his 
chin and lifted his face. He wiped the wetness away with a 
thumb. 


Then Michael reached for the bottle again. “Do you 
want me to open it so you can wear it tonight?” 


Jude caught his hand before he could pick it up. He 
entwined their fingers and then held their clasped hands to 
his chest. Michael could feel the beat of his heart right 
through the soft material. Michael smiled a little to himself 
as he brought his other arm around Jude and stroked the 
solid line of his back through the cotton. Fair trade and 
organic, no doubt. 

Jude still hadn’t said anything. Maybe he thought 
Michael didn’t mean it? “Jude? Yes. Your grandmother told 
me your father wore patchouli and that sometimes it makes 


you feel better to wear it. Are you sure you don’t want to 
open it?” 

“No. Not now.” He smiled even though his eyes were 
still wet. “I don’t need it tonight.” 


But Christmas was the time he felt most down. Why 
wouldn’t he need...? 


Jude rolled his eyes in that you’re an idiot way of his. 
Then he kissed him. 


Oh. Feeling ridiculously pleased with himself, Michael 
returned the kiss with everything he had. 


The patio door opened, discharging a trio of young 
women in black party dresses far too skimpy to be any 
protection from the chill night air. The girls looked at them 
and giggled before heading to a far corner of the patio to 
sneak a smoke. 


But Michael barely noticed them. Unsure of what he’d 
glimpsed through the doorway, he kept his grip on Jude’s 
hand and dragged him to the glass so he could peer into 
the living room. 


Next to him, Jude also peeked in. “What are we looking 
at?” 

“There. By the fireplace.” 

“Is that your brother? He looks like a bigger you.” 


“Yes. And that’s Lauren standing next to him.” True, 
they didn’t seem comfortable, and they weren’t actually 
speaking at the moment. But they held champagne glasses, 
and they were there. Together. 


Michael’s knees went weak with relief. “Thank God.” 
He ducked away from the glass and leaned against the wall 
next to the door. 

A smiling Jude stepped into his arms. Michael pulled 
him close. “Thank you for making the appointment.” 


“You’re the one who called and talked them into it.” 


Michael shook his head. “I didn’t say much. Just told 
each of them the time and place and left it up to them. I 
guess they still cared enough to try.” 


Jude seemed to be trying to decide if he should speak. 
“Michael—” he started hesitantly. 


“I know,” Michael interrupted. “It’s not guaranteed 
that everything will work out. But I’m so damned relieved 
right now, it’s embarrassing.” 


Jude smiled at him. “You were scared. That’s natural. 
They’re your family.” 

On impulse, Michael asked, “Will you come with me 
tomorrow to their house? I want you to meet my nephews.” 


“Seriously?” 
“Sure.” 


Jude brightened for a moment, but then his expression 
faded to doubt. “I don’t know. I always spend Christmas 
alone at my place. Although Grandma says that my parents 
wouldn’t want that, and I know she’s right.” 


“Then why do it?” 


“Because I don’t want to see anyone. She doesn’t 
understand that I don’t feel like doing anything else.” 


“And what about this year? Do you really feel like 
spending Christmas alone?” 


“No. I guess not.” But he still looked hesitant, as if 
trying to adjust to some novel idea. 


“We can keep the kids busy with the presents I got 
them. That will give Doug and Lauren some time to talk. 
You’d be doing me a favor.” Michael figured an appeal to 
the do-gooder in Jude might work. It did. 

Jude grinned. “When you put it like that...okay.” Then 
a look of dismay came over Jude’s face. “But I didn’t get 
you a gift. I should have gotten you something.” 


“Don’t be silly. I didn’t expect anything.” But Jude still 
looked upset, so Michael added, “There is one thing I 
want.” 

“What is it?” 

Smiling, Michael leaned forward and whispered into 
his ear. Jude’s mouth dropped open. Michael continued to 
speak in a low voice as he watched a deep blush slowly 
work its way up Jude’s neck. 


“Really?” He sounded breathless. “That’s what you 
want?” 


Michael ran a thumb along Jude’s cheekbone. “Really.” 
Their lips met again, and Michael sighed into Jude’s mouth, 
gradually letting go of the tension that had tied his stomach 
into knots the last few days. 


But just as his hands started to wander down to that 
marvelous ass, they were interrupted by a rather 
querulous, “There you are!” 


Michael jerked his hands away and jumped back as if 
burned. Rather, he tried to. But Jude had his arms around 
him and didn’t seem to want to let go, even though his 
grandmother was standing right there, frowning at them. 


“Uh, Jude.” Michael tried to wriggle free, but the grip 
around his waist was like an iron vise. 


Michael looked at Jude’s frowning grandmother 
helplessly. It’s not my fault. He won't let go. He thought it 
at her with all his concentration. He couldn’t say it out 
loud. Jude might get mad. 


Either she wasn’t receiving, or she didn’t care. Her 
frown darkened into a scowl. 


Jude rested his cheek against Michael’s shoulder for a 
moment. Then he lifted his head and smiled at his 
grandmother. “Thank you, Grandma. He’s just what I 
wanted.” 


The scowl melted away to be replaced by a rather 
smug grin. “Merry Christmas, boy.” 


Michael froze. What the hell? 


Mrs. Kendrick looked at Michael and rolled her eyes 
just like—Oh. That’s where he gets it. “What would you 
have done,” she asked, “if I had told you I wanted to fix you 
up with my grandson?” 


A setup? Michael felt too stunned to be angry. 


She answered her own question before he could form 
any words. “You would have run screaming in the other 
direction.” 


Michael heard a warm chuckle in his ear. “She’s right, 
you know.” 


Bewildered, he transferred his stare from her to Jude. 
“But you didn’t even want me in your apartment when we 
first met. You couldn’t have planned this. Could you?” 


Jude stiffened. “No! I swear I had no idea.” 


Mrs. Kendrick spoke sharply. “Don’t be silly, Michael. 
Jude would have locked himself in his loft and sulked all 
through the holidays if I had suggested he go out and have 
some fun, never mind tried to fix him up on a blind date.” 


Michael didn’t know if he should be angry or grateful. 
Manipulative old woman. 

Her expression turned soft. “Don’t be upset, dear. I 
knew you two would be good together. You need a reason to 
slow down. Someone to care for—someone waiting for you 
to come home at night. And Jude? Well, Jude just doesn’t 
need to spend another Christmas alone.” 


Any inclination toward anger melted away at her 
gentle and heartfelt words. Michael simply decided to 
consider himself lucky and not think about the way she had 
played him. 


But he still felt puzzled about one thing. He glanced 
back at Jude. “But you knew. You figured it out?” 


“T couldn’t understand why she sent you to my place 
on a Thursday afternoon. She knows that’s always my yoga 
practice.” He looked at her suspiciously. “Now I think she 
wanted you to see me doing all those poses.” 


The old lady chuckled. “It worked, didn’t it?” 


Jude glared at her. “I started to wonder then, but I 
figured, well, she’s pretty old, maybe her mind is going.” 

The cane thumped on the floor. “Watch it, boy. I can 
still return him.” With a harrumph, she turned and went 
back inside, leaving them alone. 


Jude still appeared a little anxious, as if worried that 
Michael might think he’d been in on the plan. “I promise I 
didn’t know what she was up to until you said she told you 
about the patchouli and my father. She would never tell 
that to anyone unless she had a good reason. You’re not 
mad, are you?” 

Michael looked into Jude’s eyes. Anxiety, doubt...hope 
for the future? The expressions chased themselves across 
his face until Michael ended his worry with a long kiss, 
banishing all conflicting emotions until only hope remained 
—a hope that Michael now shared. 


Epilogue 


Michael’s Present 


Michael settled back onto the couch in Jude’s loft. The 
lube packet and condom in his pocket made a little 
crinkling noise. He’d already turned off his phone and left it 
on the kitchen table. There would be no interruptions and 
no distractions while he enjoyed his Christmas present. 


His jeans had already become uncomfortably tight as 
his swelling cock pushed against the zipper in anticipation. 
Cupping his balls, he ran one thumb along his shaft, but 
didn’t free himself. He wanted his present from Jude to last 
as long as possible. But he also wanted to get the show on 
the road. 


“What’s taking so long?” he called impatiently. 

“I’m coming!” Jude pulled the beaded curtain aside 
and stepped out of the bedroom. 

“Not yet, I hope.” 

“Oh, you’re such a funny guy.” 

“Come on,” Michael urged. “What are you waiting 
for?” 

“T feel silly.” Jude looked down at himself. The old too- 
large Greenpeace T-shirt fell off one shoulder. Under it, he 
wore nothing at all. The shirt only partially covered his 
erection. 

Michael smiled a bit smugly. Jude must not feel that 
embarrassed, or he wouldn’t have such a pretty hard-on. 
“You look fucking hot.” 


“And you’re fucking weird.” 


“You asked me what I wanted,” Michael reminded him. 
And, as Michael recalled, Jude had been rather turned on 
by the idea, despite his blush. 


“So I did.” 


“I’m ready when you are.” Michael let his knees fall 
open. Maybe Jude needed a little encouragement. Slowly 
unzipping, he pulled out his now raging erection and ran 
his palm up and down the shaft while staring at Jude as if 
he wanted to eat him alive. 


His eyes glued to Michael’s stroking fist, Jude pulled 
the T-shirt over his head and tossed it aside. Then he put 
his palms together and stretched his arms over his head. 


Michael sat on the couch and fondled himself as he 
watched Jude move through his routine. The athletic body 
reached, bent, and twisted until Michael let out little moans 
in time with his now rapidly moving hand. 

Finally Jude bent forward and pressed his palms flat on 
the floor, and that was that. Michael rose and positioned 
himself behind Jude. He grasped those sweet hips and 
grinned to himself. 


Oh yeah. Fantasy fulfilled. 
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I’ve lived in Florida most of my life and have a hard 
time imagining living anywhere it actually gets below 
freezing and stays there, even during the day! Of course, I 
have two cuddly cats and an even cuddlier husband to keep 
me warm at night. Not to mention the steamy romances 
I’ve always enjoyed reading so much that sometimes the 
stories would continue in my head long after the book was 
finished. When I finally decided to start writing down my 
own stories, I discovered that writing is just as much work 
as I always suspected it would be, but I also discovered I 
enjoy it more than I ever thought I would. I hope you enjoy 
reading them as much as I enjoy writing them. 


